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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 Five.


  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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  IN ALL YOUR WAYS


  by Cari Z
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  A nude angel with white wings kneeling before another man, only seen from the chest down, armed with a katana.
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  Dear Author,


  One angel, one demon. Ancient enemies. Lifetimes of yearning. For millennia the demon Renat has loved the angel Emiel from afar. One kiss was all they ever shared, ages and ages ago. When Emiel is captured and imprisoned in Hell, Renat knows he will risk anything to rescue Emiel and return him to Heaven, even if it means facing the wrath of Satan himself.


  Please find a way for this lonely demon to save his angel and get his long-awaited happy ending.


  Sincerely,


  Jordie R
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  genre: fantasy


  tags: angels; demons; hurt/comfort; soul mates; graphic violence; first time


  content warnings: religious themes; graphic violence
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  IN ALL YOUR WAYS


  by Cari Z


  "And there was war in heaven . . . and the great dragon was cast out, that old serpent, called the Devil, and Satan, which deceiveth the whole world: he was cast out into the earth, and his angels were cast out with him."


  ~ Revelation 12:7-9


  CHAPTER i


  The war in heaven was brief but blinding in its intensity. Lucifer, his love and pride too great to accept that he was lower in God's eyes than man, evinced his rage, and Michael met him blow for blow. The Morning Star fought the Viceroy of Heaven, and the greatest of the angels battled until the blood of God inside them was shed. Lucifer was defeated and cast down, losing his holy name and rank in the kingdom of Heaven. The rash, the hateful, the vicious, the prideful and many of those who prized loyalty first fell with him.


  The angel Renat was not hateful, or vicious, or rash. His fatal flaw was not pride or anger but, like Lucifer, an excess of love. Only Renat didn't hold God first in his heart, as all angels were meant to before the coming of mankind, nor could he turn his affections to God's latest and most volatile children. His love was all for Emiel, the angel who had served by his side since the time of their creation. Emiel was pure in a way so few angels managed to be, softer and more gentle than the warriors who fought for Heaven, or the messengers who shouted God's praises over all the earth. Emiel was love, and Renat, his closest companion, returned that love with an ardor that intrigued him with its intensity.


  With Emiel, Renat longed for more than the simple and distant pleasure that came with the duty of love. Emiel had skin that Renat dreamt of touching, a mouth he burned to taste, and wings he would give anything to feel wrap around him. Emiel meant more to Renat than God himself, and when the revolution came, he saw his chance to act and gain everything he wanted. Yes, they would be cast out of the kingdom of God, but they would have each other. Renat would cleave to Emiel for all of eternity, and none would dare to touch his only love on pain of death. He had but to convince Emiel to fall with him.


  His love was on his knees, praying to their Father to stop the slaughter. Jewel-like tears fell from his lashes, glorifying the ground with their crystalline shine. Hastily Renat knelt in front of Emiel and took his hands. Emiel's bright blue eyes flew open, wide and shocked.


  "Renat…"


  "I am going," Renat said quickly, the words like lead on his tongue. Even as he said it he knew it could never be taken back. He was marked as a traitor from the first syllable. "I cannot stay here and pretend to feel as I do not."


  "Renat, no," Emiel protested.


  "It would be an insult to our Father for me to stay and live a lie," Renat pressed on. "I must go, Emiel. I ask…" He took a deep breath. "I ask that you join me. Leave the house of our Father and come make a new life with me."


  "I follow His will," Emiel said softly. His face was solemn and sad as he looked at Renat. "I cannot betray Him."


  "Not even for me?" Renat begged. He knew it was unworthy but he couldn't help himself. Already he felt heavier, felt the strain of his impending fall working on him. Renat was no archangel, to resist the command of God, and His word was that those disloyal to Him should be cast out. "Emiel, you are everything to me. I have loved you first from the moment I saw you, and your place in my heart can never be supplanted. All I want is you, for all eternity. I beg of you, come with me."


  "Do not ask this of me," Emiel pleaded, tightening his own grip on Renat's hands. "Do not ask me to disobey the will of our Father. I cannot do it."


  "Please," Renat said, growing heavier by the moment. "Please, come with me. Do not make me face this dark future alone; I fall for love of you! Emiel—" Desperate, he leaned forward and captured Emiel's mouth with his own. Oh, the taste…it was sweetness and light, warmth and caring and love, and Renat could taste the flavor of that love, and knew for a brief moment that it was all for him. For one moment, he had hope. For one moment, he had Emiel.


  Then it was over. Emiel pulled away, his lips cherry red and his expression absolutely wrecked. He put one hand on Renat's cheek and stroked the sharp line of his cheekbone. "I'm sorry," he whispered, and those two words took the pleasure that coursed through Renat's body and changed it almost instantly to pain. "I cannot disobey the will of our Father."


  "No," Renat said, denying the truth even as the pull became almost too much to bear. "No, please." He reached out and Emiel came into his embrace, and they held onto each other desperately. "Please," he murmured brokenly. "I love you." Emiel said nothing, just cradled him close until Renat couldn't fight it any longer. For a brief second, he was tempted to hang onto his love, to pull him down into the Godless pit that was opening for him far below, but he could not. Emiel had made his choice, and despite the agony that it caused him Renat could not force him to fall against his will.


  Letting go of Emiel was the hardest trial he had ever been faced with, but Renat did so. A moment later the weight of his disloyalty snared him, and he was hurled into the sky and flung over the edge of Heaven. The last thing he saw as the fires of the new realm leapt up to meet him was Emiel's face, pale and shattered, diminishing into the distance until it was gone completely, and Renat was left utterly alone on a blackened piece of the waste that would soon become the Kingdom of Hell.


  ****


  “Farewell, happy fields, Where joy forever dwells! Hail horrors! hail, Infernal World! and thou, profoundest Hell, Receive thy new possessor! One who brings A mind not to be changed by place or time. The mind is its own place, and in itself can make a Heaven of Hell, a Hell of Heaven.”


  ~ Milton, Paradise Lost - Book I


  CHAPTER ii


  The demon Renat liked to spend what time he had to himself in the Fields of the Damned. Broken souls were planted there, and it was the responsibility of the demons overseeing the fields to ensure that they grew as twisted and tormented as their sins merited.


  Renat himself was not an overseer of the damned. He was a powerful demon, one of the original Fallen and a Prince of Hell, but when the mood took him he would fly on ruined wings to the fields, alight on the black, charred ground, and go for a walk.


  With his wings folded away, sword sheathed and eyes half-closed and pensive, Renat could almost be mistaken for a handsome young man as he drifted through the fields, his arms outstretched towards the blossoming tufts of soul within reach of his fingertips. Tongueless mouths shrieked as he brushed them, the soul filaments flaming with the fire that burned inside the demon. Memories of lost passion and bitter regret flowed through creatures whose only respite was forgetting their transgressions. One touch and every wicked word, every evil action was brought back to them in full, and the cries of dismay his presence brought were a satisfying melody to Renat's ears. If he should suffer the consequences of disobedience, then the human souls consigned to Hell's thoughtful cruelties should suffer so much more. After all, they were the ones who had caused this hateful division in the first place. They should feel the price of their own existence.


  The newest souls, those who had no direct experience with him, occasionally begged him for mercy. From a distance Renat might be thought a mortal, vulnerably nude; up close it was clear he was a celestial being, second only to Satan in terms of his absolute beauty. Where he who was once the Morning Star was all light, though, Renat's hair was a stream of darkness that fell in a glossy sheet down his back, so clean and pure that each strand gleamed like a mirror, reflecting the twisted faces of the damned back at themselves and filling them with even more misery. His eyes were reddish-gold, shining with the strength of his dominant presence. His body was smooth and lissome, and his face was so perfect that it could only have originated in Heaven.


  No one saw the hellfire tattoo that burned against the base of his neck, placed there at the founding of Hell by the only angel with more strength and bitterness in him than Renat himself. No mortal soul saw the tattered remnants of his wings, the physical representation of every angel's grace. Very few ever saw the inside of his home, a vast obsidian castle that cut into the feet of all who dared to approach it without wings of their own. Renat held himself apart from the dark revelry of Hell, a pathetic offering to the memory of the one he loved, but a simple gesture was better than no recognition at all. Renat could never forget that he was damned, cut off from God and all of the blessings of his presence, but he could remember why it had seemed worth it at the time, and honor the source of that decision.


  Gravel crunched behind him. Renat turned and received the obeisance of the cloven-hoofed demon that approached him. The creature was over twice his height, horned and hairy and fierce, but he knew to show respect for his master. "Speak, Nergal." Renat's voice was as sweet and smooth as honey, mustering up such tender remembrances to the listening souls that they screamed with agony over the eternal loss they suffered.


  Nergal lifted his face to his lord. His eyes were black from edge to edge, and seemed to suck in the light of the hellfire. "My Prince, an angel has been brought through the Western Gate."


  "An angel." It wasn't unheard of for an angel to fall prey to the seductions of mankind and lose their invulnerability to Hell, but it was hardly common, either. When they could be abducted and dragged into the abyss, the honor of breaking them was a distinction that all Princes fought for. Renat had done it once himself, but he had taken no joy in it. The angel he had tortured had been nothing like the one that haunted his every moment. Still, it was worthwhile information to have. "His name?"


  "Ungiven, as of yet. However, Semiazas has already laid claim to him."


  "Semiazas?" Semiazas was one of the Fallen himself, and he only ever bothered to exert himself for truly extraordinary purposes. Renat felt a stirring of unease in his chest. "What compels him to stake such a claim?"


  "My Prince, it seems that the angel is thus far untainted."


  "Untainted?" Renat frowned. "Then how could he be dragged into Hell?"


  "Word has it that he was not dragged at all, my Prince. It is said that he was waiting outside the Gate, and that he entered of his own free will."


  "Strange."


  "One might even say extraordinary, my Prince." Nergal hesitated for a moment, then pressed on. "I thought it particularly a concern for you, because from the glimpse I was able to catch of this angel, he greatly resembles a certain figure in your house."


  Renat went absolutely still. Nergal was one of the few demons he had ever allowed into his castle, and the creature was a master spy, so naturally he had found the likeness that Renat kept in his great room. He felt no need to hide the reason behind his fall, and it had been millennia since any of his demonic brethren had dared to mock him for his ill-fated love. If Nergal thought that this angel looked like Renat's, if this strange new angel was truly here of his own free will…it begged a question that set every last nerve of Renat's quivering with ferocious energy. If Nergal were right…


  "The Western Gate?" Renat snapped, looking for verification as he extended his wings. Nergal nodded once, then bowed low again. Renat could waste no more time. He beat into the air, crushing dozens of fragile human souls in the maelstrom of his ascent. The Western Gate wasn't far from his domain. He would reach it in time to stop Semiazas from doing any permanent damage to the angel. He had to.


  The Western Wall was a fire that stretched high into the sky, so high it was impossible to tell where the wall ended and the tainted red sky began. The Western Gate was the fire's only break for the entire length of Hell, a small gap at the base of the flame. Onyx pillars marked the edges of this gate, and its three-headed guardian had only failed a handful of times at protecting it from intruders. Just inside the gate was a thronging crowd, demons of every shape and size and allegiance, and in the center of that crowd, Renat could detect a light. The light was faint, dimmed by the proximity of so many hellspawn, but there was no denying that it was purely angelic. Renat had once glowed with that sign of the grace of God himself, and it struck a chord in him that was so deeply-buried he had forgotten its existence. This angel was indeed untainted.


  Renat landed in a whirlwind of cinders stirred up by the force of his wings. Minor demons immediately moved aside for him, shielding their eyes from the stinging heat. The inner circle, demons far more powerful than the madding excess driven by curiosity, were slower to move. Renat's eyes burned with red-gold fire, and a moment later his sword appeared in his hand. It was still sheathed, but that weapon's reputation had spread to every corner of Hell as something that no demon wanted to face, and they grudgingly shifted for him as well, closing their gaping jaws and retracting claws as they reigned in their constant menace.


  In the very center of the circle, providing the spectacle that had so many demons transfixed, was Semiazas. He was a huge creature, thickly built, with four squat centaurian legs and a torso that sprouted up from the very center of his worm-like body. The tips of his blunt, heavy fingers flickered with fire, and his face was a hideous blend of equine and human. He was great and ruddy and powerful, the nightmarish embodiment of one of Satan's first lieutenants. Lying on one side before Semiazas, his upper half barely held off the ground by his trembling arms, was the angel. As soon as Renat saw him, even though it was only the being's back, he knew Nergal had been right.


  The pale wings that had once been blinding and bright were now faded, dirtied from soot and ash. Long chestnut hair had been hacked off, and Renat could see strands of it clutched in various demons' hands, held close like the precious drug it was. Tasting pure celestial energy was the rarest of all experiences, and Semiazas had done his part to buy the crowd by dispensing a small measure of that energy to them. Instead of a robe of white the angel was nude, and his naturally flawless skin already showed signs of abuse, red and black burns weeping where Semiazas had laid his flaming hands on him. Draped over his shoulders and coiled around his legs was a chain of hellfire, and it burned a sullen blood red, able to restrain the angel but unable to harm him as long as his purity of soul remained intact.


  "Renat," Semiazas hissed, his voice nasal and flat. A forked tongue poked between the gap in his enormous teeth. "What brings the Pretender of Hell here?" The Pretender was one of many names that Renat carried through the pit. He was one of the very few Fallen who had mostly held on to his angelic form despite their exile from God. His appearance angered many of the other demons, especially those who had been totally transformed by the fires of Hell.


  "This angel is mine," Renat replied. His voice was calm and cold, while inside he was shaking with the need to claim. "You will release the binding chain holding him."


  Semiazas brayed loudly, vastly amused. The nearest demons joined in with scornful laughter. "First to find, first to bind and then the deal is done," Semiazas said when he could speak again. "I found the angel, I brought him through the Western Gate. He is mine to enjoy as I please." He jerked the chain, forcing the angel up onto his knees. Renat couldn't let himself focus on it. If he did he would lose his mind.


  "I give you one last chance to release the binding chain without bloodshed," Renat intoned, stretching his wings a little wider. He knew how this was going to play out, had known from the moment he heard which demon was holding the angel. Some demons could be bartered with, some could be intimidated, but others could only be stopped through brutal application of force. Semiazas was one of these. He feared none but Satan, and would never give up the angel without a fight.


  Sure enough, Semiazas simply grinned, steaming saliva dripping to the ground as though his mouth were watering for the fight. Perhaps it was, at that. He tossed his end of the chain away, then lashed out with one razor hoof. It caught the angel square in the chest, knocked him through the air and onto his back. None of the crowd dared to touch him, not even to sample his energy. If they handled the chain without Semiazas' consent, it would burn the offending limb to dust.


  Again, Renat kept his eyes averted and focused everything on his opponent. Fire crept up Semiazas' hands and arms, eventually engulfing them completely in a flame so hot it was the color of ice. In turn, Renat unsheathed his sword. The light emanating from the blade was bright enough to hurt the eyes of the watching demons, a strange, twisted pain brought on partly by the hellfire that had been poured into its forging, and partly by the thread of angelic virtue that somehow formed its core. Renat had made the sword very early after his fall, imbuing it with the tattered remnants of his grace and making it an enduring symbol of his reason for falling, which was solely love. The sword helped him to remember and kept him from overwhelming regret, and in turn the blade was one of very few weapons that could lastingly hurt a demon.


  "You and your toys," Semiazas growled. "You are nothing but a plaything, Pretender." He reared back onto his hind legs, and the tremor caused by his thundering strike as his front hooves hit the ground again made the pillars of the Western Gate itself tremble. He launched himself at Renat at a full run.


  Renat swept up into the sky, avoiding Semiazas' first blitzing attack. Unable to stop his bulk in time, Semiazas plowed into the first rank of watching demons, snapping and hissing as he lashed out at them, trying to turn around. Renat dove down, his sword flickering faster than sunlight, and cut through the tip of Semiazas' long, reptilian tail.


  The demon roared, flames spilling down his arms, then raised them up and leveled a sheet of blue-hot fire at Renat. Renat flew up and away, not quite fast enough to avoid the bottom edges of his wings getting singed. It hurt, but Renat was accustomed to pain from his vestigial members, and he ignored it. The flash had momentarily weakened Semiazas, and this time Renat came at his opponent's face, slicing away two of the fingers on one grasping hand as he drove his blade at Semiazas' swamp-colored eyes.


  The demon lowered his head defensively and the sword impacted a curling horn instead, half-severing it before Renat could draw back. It stuck there for a moment, caught in the bony whorls, and Semiazas took the opportunity to grab Renat.


  The heat scorched the outer layers of his chest, where Semiazas gripped him tight. Gritting his teeth, Renat used what little leverage he had and managed to jerk his sword free just as his opponent's other, injured hand rose to try to clamp his lower half and rip him in two. He hacked the rest of the fingers from that unlucky hand, and when Semiazas howled with pain and reflexively loosened his grip, Renat tore free. Instead of flying away, though, he dropped to the ground, and moved directly beneath the heavy body of his opponent. Before Semiazas could think to try to crush him, Renat had run the span of his belly, dragging his sword through the thick hide above him. He emerged behind Semiazas and watched as the perforated bag of guts drooped slowly downwards, finally spilling out in a mess of writhing, coiled intestines. Semiazas bellowed with pain and came down hard on his forelegs.


  Renat walked slowly around to the front of the demon. The fire burning along Semiazas' arms was almost gone, and his eager arrogance had been replaced by resentful fear. Renat placed the point of his sword beneath the demon's chin. "You will release the angel's binding chain now," he said softly, "or I will deal with it myself by leaving you a corpse."


  Glazed, muddy eyes blinked once, twice. A second later the hellfire chain holding the angel dissipated completely, vanishing like a mirage. Renat immediately stalked over to where the angel had struggled back onto his knees and took up position in front of him, one hand still firmly holding onto his sword. The other hovered for a moment over the angel's head before retreating to his side. He couldn't touch him yet, not in front of this group. Not without revealing more than he cared for them to know. Renat stood and looked around at the gawkers, and his gaze was met with awed silence. Princes of Hell did not often do battle like this, in front of a crowd. It was only a matter of time before word got back to Satan, and Renat felt sure than he would need every second alone that he could get with the angel crouched before him.


  The angel leaned forward until his forehead rested against Renat's body. The touch was electrifying, and spurred him to act. Renat reached out and wove a length of binding chain out of his power. It was much thinner than what Semiazas had used, but it would make the angel his captive all the same. He wrapped it quickly around the base of the angel's wings, then jerked him to his feet. Without another word Renat flew aloft and raced back to his castle, dragging the angel behind him on the length of chain.


  He entered his home through a high window, not the door. There were petitioners outside of his grand entrance, lower demons who were ready to swear fealty to Renat in exchange for his patronage, but he had no time to deal with them now. Hot, dry air swept through the room as Renat gently lowered his burden to the ground before landing himself. His eyes hungrily tracked the angel's weakened movements, devouring every tremor and gasp as the celestial creature slowly levered itself to its feet. Its wounds were already healing, the burns disappearing as the angel's grace permeated them. The one thing that remained unchanged was the binding chain that glowed like a brand around its wings, and Renat felt a surge of possessiveness unlike anything he had experienced for millennia. When the angel finally met his eyes, though, the first emotion Renat felt was not one of tenderness, but rather pure fear. Something this perfect had no place in Hell.


  "What in His name has possessed you?" Renat hissed furiously, turning to pace so that he wouldn't have to stare into those crystal blue eyes. "To wait at the Western Gate like a lamb waiting for slaughter…this is pure idiocy! You belong in the Kingdom of Heaven, not the filth of Hell. What is your great sin, that makes you want to sacrifice yourself to the pleasure of Satan's minions?"


  "Renat." His name flowed with sweet amusement off of the angel's tongue, and it stopped Renat in his tracks. "There is no sacrifice. I knew you would come to me."


  "You knew nothing of the kind," Renat said harshly, keeping his eyes averted.


  "I know everything about you," the angel said gently, trustingly. "I know your heart. I see its goodness. I knew you would not leave me to suffer anyone else's claim."


  "There is no goodness in me," Renat insisted, backing away as the angel moved forward. "Stay away from me."


  "That would defeat the entire purpose of my being here," the angel replied, his footsteps as soft as velvet against the shining black floor. "I came here for you, Renat. Why would I stay away now?" He followed Renat's retreat to the wall, standing so close to him that Renat could feel the cool, comforting light still emanating from the angel's soul. He closed his eyes, desperately trying to maintain his composure. He hadn't been afraid like this for thousands of years, and he wanted to strike out at the object of his fear, make it hurt and bleed before it could flay away his defenses, but it was impossible.


  A hand touched Renat's cheek, turning his face forward again. He kept his eyes resolutely shut, even as acidic tears welled up behind them. The last threads of his calm frayed and snapped when those cool lips, whose touch he had only experienced once before, pressed a kiss to each of his eyelids. The breath in his body froze for a moment, then left him in a harsh cry as he flung his arms around the angel. "Emiel," he choked out, and a moment later arms enfolded him in an embrace just as strong as his own, and just as desperate.


  "Renat," Emiel whispered, and his voice was as soothing as a prayer. "I'm here. I'm with you." They stood in silent communion for a long time, Emiel's embrace slowly leaching the anxious tension out of Renat's frame. Renat would have stayed like that forever, but Emiel had to break the delicate silence. "I dreamt of this moment for so long. I prayed to our Father and at last He answered me. God rewards the faithful, my love."


  Renat pulled back, his ire already on the rise. "Do not say that."


  "What?" Emiel searched his face, his expression curious but compassionate. "Do not say that I love you, or rather that we are faithful? For we are faithful, both of us, and I do love you. I have always loved you."


  Renat turned away and began to pace again, needing the distance. This was some sort of cruel trick, some new torment designed by God or His greatest sons to punish the Fallen. "Why didn't you come with me, then?" he demanded. "Why wait until now?"


  "I had to wait for our Father's blessing," Emiel said softly, extending one hand to Renat. The demon forced himself to ignore it. "I could not go against His word. He has finally spoken anew, though. He gave me leave for this. This is a gift, Renat, not a curse, not a trick. I promise you."


  "How could God's reward for you be abandoning you to Hell?" Renat couldn't keep the desperation he felt from leaking into his voice. "I cannot protect you here, Emiel. I can save you from lesser demons, but the King of Hell will soon learn of your presence, if he hasn't already. I cannot prevent Satan from tearing you away from me."


  "He won't tear me away," Emiel said confidently. "We will seek an audience with him, and if he doesn't kill both of us out of hand, then we will be saved."


  Renat swallowed heavily, and finally looked back at the angel. Emiel's wounds were already healed, and his hand was still outstretched. He wanted to take it, so badly, but there was no way this could end except in tragedy. "Our Father will never receive me in Heaven."


  "Renat." Angelic light washed over him, diminishing his fears and leaving something close to peace behind. "Trust me." Renat didn't say anything, but after a moment he took Emiel's hand. The angel smiled at him, and it was too perfect to look at. Renat dropped his eyes and took in the ash and blood coating Emiel's skin, transferred from Renat when they had embraced. His wounds were still burning, but it was a distant pain.


  "I have stained you."


  "We should both be cleansed," Emiel agreed. "Do you have a bathing chamber here?"


  "I do." It was an incredible luxury, a hole carved out of the volcanic rock of Renat's castle that he arranged to fill with water that trickled down from Earth. Water could be found in Hell, but no matter how you attempted to purify it the stench of sulfur was always there, permeating every drop. This water was hard with minerals, and hot like everything here was hot, but it was pure for all that. "Come." He turned away and Emiel followed, keeping a hold on his hand as they walked.


  The bathing chamber was on the far side of the great room. Renat's statue stood in the center of that room, there was no way Emiel could miss it. Renat wondered if the angel would be offended by the likeness, which was a replica of Emiel as Renat had last seen him, on his knees, arms akimbo from the force of their broken embrace, and the look on his face was nothing short of agonized. He looked beautiful, as all angels were, but tortured too. It was the pain in his expression that had given Renat some small measure of comfort over the millennia, and he wondered if Emiel would understand that. The angel didn't say anything, just tightened his grip on Renat's hand a bit more as they passed it by.


  A single torch guttered in a sconce on the wall of the bathing chamber. The water steamed, misting the air and touching Renat's face like spirit fingers. The bath itself wasn't too large, no longer than the length of his body in any direction, but it would hold the two of them. He stepped down into the pool and turned to guide Emiel in.


  As soon as the angel's foot touched the simmering pool, the water changed. In the space of a second it went from cloudy with dissolved minerals to clear and soft, water so soft it felt like silk against the skin. The color of the mist changed from gray to gold, and once the angel was immersed up to his waist even the temperature had changed, from a degree below boiling to comfortably warm. "You…" Renat's voice failed for a moment, and he had to try again. "You should not waste your grace. You are cut off from God now; you cannot get it back."


  "I have enough for this," Emiel assured him, moving a little closer. He dipped his free hand into the water and raised the liquid to Renat's shoulder. It soothed as it trickled down his side, every rivulet leaving whole, unburned skin in its wake. It had been so long since anyone had cared for Renat, since anyone had bothered to consider his pain, that it was actually hard for him to take. Renat jerked back from Emiel's hands and pushed away, toward the far side of the pool.


  "Renat—"


  "Don't touch me!" he hissed. "Do not touch me. I have lived without your touch for too long, I cannot accept it now. You aren't for me. You have never been for me."


  "But you have always been mine," Emiel pointed out, not moving closer but not backing away either. His voice was matter-of-fact. "You have been mine, in all your ways, from the moment you came into being and knew me. Our Father sees that."


  "Then he has hated me from the beginning."


  "No," Emiel told him. He did move forward now, slowly but inexorably. "God understands love. He also understands sacrifice. Do you think it has been easy on me, all these years, to be separated from you?" Emiel's tone gained an edge of anger and frustration. "There was never a moment when I wasn't thinking of you. I traveled all the Earth looking for you, wishing that you were one of the Fallen that rose to tempt humanity just so that I could see you again. I don't have the power to look through the Wall into Hell."


  "I could not bear to go to Earth," Renat confessed. "To be surrounded by the cause of Heaven's sundering was too painful for me to contemplate. Once their souls are here they are fair game, for they too have betrayed our Father, but up there…"


  "I know." Emiel stopped a hands-width away from Renat, the soft, healing water lapping between their bodies. His white wings spread, curling forward and around both of them until everything else was blocked out, and the only thing Renat could see in every direction was a cocoon of white, pulsing with the beat of Emiel's heart. "Everything you see," the angel assured him, "is for you. I'm yours, and so are all of my abilities. Let me share my grace with you." Emiel placed his hands very gently on the points of Renat's hips. "Let me give you everything."


  Renat knew he didn't deserve everything, but he couldn't deny that he wanted it. This might be all he had before God or the Devil stole Emiel away from him again. If this was the only moment together that Renat would get, then he would own it completely. Before he could remind himself why it was wrong to do this, Renat wound his arms around Emiel's shoulders and neck, pulled the angel's body flush to his and kissed him hard on the mouth.


  Renat had meant it to be a violent, claiming kiss, a mark of possession, but it didn't stay that way. As much as it was his chain that bound the angel now, both of them knew that it wouldn't be there if Emiel hadn't come to Hell for him and sought him out. Emiel's claim had come first, and he asserted his authority and took control of the kiss, gentling it and making it into something truly tender.


  The sweetness of the angel's grace flowed through their lips, and suddenly Renat was drowning in love. It filled the parched plain of his body and renewed that part of himself that was barely there any longer, the smallest residual speck of their ancient connection. It quivered in pain, a wounded creature shrinking away from the light, and Renat tried to pull back but Emiel wouldn't have it. He kept their lips locked together, unrepentantly pouring all his grace and adoration into the demon until the pain finally faded, and the heavy feeling of drowning was replaced by a fragile sense of rightness that Renat had forgotten. It was the sensation of God's love, and it permeated Renat's body with just enough force to heal his newest injuries.


  The healing came from God. The rest of the kiss, the growing heat and passion of it, that all came from Emiel. He held Renat firmly, connecting their bodies from chest to toes, and his tongue brushed lightly against the seam of Renat's lips, tasting him, testing for an opening. Renat gave it, and then they were closer than they had ever been, but somehow it still wasn't enough.


  "Emiel…"


  "I know," the angel whispered against his mouth. "It's alright."


  "It isn't," Renat argued. He didn't even know why, at this point, but the pleasure made him feel guilty. "This is not all that I am. You don't know…"


  "I know your darkness," Emiel replied, pulling back just enough to capture Renat's gaze again. "I know it. I read it in every inch of you. Especially here." His hands brushed Renat's shoulder blades. "Show them to me."


  Renat wanted to protest. His wings were hideous, and no amount of shared grace was going to heal thousands of years of damage. But Emiel wanted everything, and he was going to get it, even if it turned his head away in disgust. Renat twisted his mind slightly and the wings came curling out of his back, bone and sinew creaking as they flexed and stretched. Bone and sinew, that was all that was left of Renat's wings. It was a wonder he could still carry himself with them; the vast majority of the Fallen had lost their wings when they reached the firmament of Hell, the first indelible change that their decision wrought on them. Renat's remained, mutilated as they were. Rumor had it that Satan had kept his as well, although they were said to be wrought of sorcery now, with nothing of Heaven remaining in them.


  Once his wings, such as they were, were completely open, Renat tensed expectantly. Emiel looked almost exasperated for a moment, then gently stroked down Renat's spine. His wings quivered. It felt…good.


  "You think of yourself as a defiler, and yet you were also defiled." Emiel kissed Renat again, and his hands moved to the base of his wings, the thick, scarred connection, and held him tightly. "You have done evil, as evil has been done to you. You cannot lose your past." He rocked his hips forward, and his erection pushed against Renat's groin, tempting him to imitation. "But it should not kill your future. We are meant to feel this." He pressed in again, undulating, and the curving feathers around them mimicked the movement. "You can feel pleasure with me. No guilt or blame or anger, just joy. Ecstasy." His wings opened a little to enfold Renat's, cocooning them as well, and then everything was surrounded in softness and heat and wet. Only the body against Renat was hard and lingering. It coaxed him into an answering hardness, and the sensation was so alien and pleasurable that it took his breath away.


  Demons fucked. Demons were hedonists of the most vicious and sadistic kind, and for many of them their foremost proclivity was sexual. It was such an easy way to discomfit, a simple, primal way to bring horror and pain and brutality to the damned. There were demons that strutted around Hell with permanent erections, huge and deformed, edged with thorns and dripping acid. Sex in Hell was almost inevitably just fucking, and fucking meant nothing but straightforward pain and torture. Renat had never found that kind of punishment fitting, not for himself or the souls he liked to torment. He preferred the flexibility and range that came with destroying the mind with its own sin, which was why the older souls, those that had moved beyond the ability to be tormented through physical means, feared his presence so much. Primal pain was brutal, but the psychological pain he brought to them was an exquisite abomination.


  This was a primal pleasure, and it stirred something heavy and aching and hot inside of Renat. This was flesh pressed to flesh, rigid inside of its silken cage and bound between warm, slick skin. This was Emiel in his arms, the angel he had longed for, so much more than the threadbare memory Renat had cherished. This was a real entity, who sighed against his lips as he brought one elegant hand down between them and closed his fingers around both their lengths. He stroked their erections, and the feel of it made Renat groan, half in protest, half in pleasure.


  "It's all right," Emiel reassured him, his voice shaking with desire. "You can have this. We can have it, together. I swear to you this is right. Relax, my love, don't fight it. Don't fight me. Welcome me." Renat didn't reply, but tilted Emiel's head back and fastened his lips to the long pale column of his throat, alternately nipping and caressing him there, trying to control the urge to sink his teeth into that tender skin as the ache in his groin intensified. Emiel didn't pull back or resist, just leaned harder against him as he pumped his hand around them, holding them so tightly together it almost felt like they were joined there. It left Renat balancing on the edge of physical pain, still overshadowed by the foreign ecstasy that was consuming him.


  "You are for me," Emiel moaned, digging his nails into the space between Renat's wings and wrapping his legs around the demon's waist. The sudden weight was nothing, but the neediness of the gesture stunned Renat, breaking down the dregs of his faltering opposition. "Mine," the angel said, lowering his face to Renat's. His eyes shone so brightly with his grace that Renat could hardly meet them, and yet it was impossible to look away. All that brilliance, all that love…it was all for him. "You are mine, Renat." Emiel was close, so close, and when he began to lose himself to the pleasure of their flesh, Renat was able to let himself go and fall over the edge with his lover. He closed the distance between their mouths and screamed his ecstatic delirium into Emiel as everything else faded away.


  For a time Renat couldn't see anything but the golden mist of the air, covering his eyes like a shroud. As he recovered, shapes began to coalesce, and then he could see bits and pieces of Emiel: his nose, the sweet curve of his mouth. His eyes, still so blue and so bright. He looked happy, and held Renat gently around his waist. After a moment, Renat realized that he was smiling back at the angel. It was potent, this love between them, if it could force his lips into an expression they hadn't worn since he fell from Heaven.


  "Renat," Emiel said, like his name was a prayer. "My love."


  "Yours," Renat agreed, finally accepting it. Emiel smiled and kissed him. When he pulled back his expression was a little more solemn. "We need not seek him out. Your king is coming to us."


  As soon as Emiel mentioned it Renat could sense it as well, the silent but sure pressure in the back of his mind that heralded Satan's impending arrival. In the weak, Satan's presence evoked insanity, and lesser demons fled from it. In those with stronger minds it put them on edge, made them more likely to snap and snarl. It accentuated their urge to challenge, and Satan had used this visceral ability to prompt his enemies into reckless combat with him many times before. He had never come close to being defeated. Renat felt simultaneously protective and despairing.


  "He will not take me away," Emiel promised him.


  "How do you know that?" Renat demanded, holding onto his lover's arms too tightly.


  "Because I have faith in our Father," the angel said. "The Morning Star is still His son. He has a place in God's grand design, even if it is hard to understand. We will be well." He kissed Renat again, then stepped back and put some space between them. "We should go and meet him."


  "We should," Renat agreed. They climbed out of the healing pool, and somehow Renat knew he would never enter those waters again. Whatever happened next, his existence was about to change indelibly.


  They were dry in moments in the hellish air. Renat took hold of Emiel's hand again and led him slowly back to the great room, where the King of Hell was waiting for them.


  It was impossible to encapsulate in mere words the dark glory that was the former archangel. Where Emiel was love and light and grace drawn into flesh, Satan was chaos and lightning and elemental space itself folded into the form of a man, and yet still unrestrained. The very air surrounding him seemed energized with his presence, and Renat had to fight hard against the conflicting urges of either launching himself forward in a frenzy or pressing his forehead to the ground. Emiel squeezed his hand supportively.


  "An angel," Satan said appreciatively, looking far more interested than Renat was comfortable with. "Not one of mine, either. Our Father's faulty grace doesn't just cling to you, it flourishes in you still." He ran a fingertip over the head of the statue of Emiel. Everything about the motion made Renat think of possession, and he had to look away to keep from being overwhelmed by jealousy. "You stole him from Semiazas, Beauty?"


  Beauty was Satan's particular nickname for Renat, given to him with warring affection and disdain. Renat thought that the King of Hell appreciated the contrast that Renat provided, and found his devotion to a memory amusing. It wasn't so amusing to Renat now that the real thing was actually here.


  "I fought Semiazas for him."


  "You fought for your own little angel, come down at long last to join you in the pit." Satan smiled languidly. "This is a perfect tale of tragic folly. I have to know more before I have you both destroyed for your presumption."


  Panic swelled in Renat, but Emiel calmed him with another brief caress. "I did not come here to challenge your reign. I have brought you tribute, in exchange for releasing us."


  Satan's smile turned harsh. His face morphed from beautiful to menacing in an instant. "I want nothing of God's," he ground out, harsh enough to make Renat's ears bleed.


  "The tribute does not come from God," Emiel promised. He turned a reassuring look on Renat before releasing his hand and moving forward. Every step he took brought him closer to Satan, and drove Renat closer to losing his mind. The King of Hell's power crackled through the air, barely restrained enough by curiosity to keep from doing damage. Renat watched as Emiel drew close enough to touch, close enough to be killed in an instant if Satan wished it. His body quivered with the effort of holding himself still, giving Emiel the time to do whatever it was he was going to do.


  Emiel leaned close, and spoke softly into Satan's ear. "This is from Michael, Lucifer." Then he kissed the Devil firmly on the mouth.


  Only their lips connected, but the sudden flare of celestial light was more powerful than anything Renat had seen since before his fall. He shielded his eyes, and when the light died down and he could see again, he was stunned.


  The swelling antipathy that had soured the air was gone. The chaos had diminished, becoming more contained, and the King of Hell…he looked like the Lucifer of old. He was still beautiful, but his beauty was heavenly now, refined and sealed with grace. He had drawn back from Emiel, and his fingertips hovered in front of his mouth, which was open with shock. Emiel's own grace had diminished sharply, the power of the archangel's gift passed on now. Renat stepped forward cautiously, anxious to get his hands on Emiel, and when he saw him coming, his lover reached out to him. They stood as one in front of the Morning Star, who gradually regained his senses.


  "From Michael…" he murmured.


  "He has not forgotten, any more than I," Emiel said.


  "Yet I had, somehow." Lucifer looked down at his hands and grimaced, as if seeing something that disgusted him. "I have dwelled in the isolation of my own self-righteousness with too much ease." He turned his attention back to them. "This new awareness is worthy of a small benevolence on my part."


  "You mean…you'll let us go?" Renat asked, hardly able to believe it.


  "I'm going to let you follow the path that He has set out for you," Lucifer replied with a faint smile. "I doubt it's what you would love best, but beggars can't be choosers." He reached out and cupped a hand around the back of Renat's neck. His whole spine seized with agony for a moment, but then the pain and heat left him. He opened his eyes just in time to see a ball of Hellfire cupped in Lucifer's palm before it vanished. The burn of his demonic tattoo, the mark of Lucifer's lordship, was gone from his skin. His binding chain had also disappeared from around Emiel's wings.


  "Now the blade," Lucifer said. Renat reached for the dimension where he kept his sword, surprised at how hard it was to reach it. He managed with some effort, though, and after a moment of hesitation handed the weapon over. Now they were completely vulnerable to the King of Hell.


  Lucifer turned the sword over in his grasp, looking at it pensively. "It still carries a piece of your original grace. How long has it existed, Beauty?"


  "Almost as long as I have been in Hell," Renat replied.


  "Which is nearly as long as I have. Your constancy could shame me, if I let it. No wonder my princes have hated you so." He turned a thin smile on the two of them. "They throng outside of this castle even now, Beauty, baying for your blood and the blood of your angel."


  "Please…" Renat breathed. It was the first time he had uttered that word since his fall.


  "I won't give you over to them." Lucifer said it with easy honesty. "They could never deserve you. But it is time for you both to leave." He glanced at Emiel. "You know the way?"


  "Yes."


  "Good. This place…" Lucifer glanced around, then focused on the kneeling statue. "I think I'll keep it for myself. It will serve as a reminder to me that even Hell can evolve." He lifted his hand toward the two of them. Emiel immediately wrapped his arms around Renat, holding onto him tightly. His wings quivered with tension.


  The last thing Renat saw before the Devil's dark energy engulfed them was Lucifer staring into the eyes of a new statue, this one tall and straight and proud.


  ****


  I am not a human being; I am a human becoming.


  ~ Author Unknown


  CHAPTER iii


  The first thing he noticed through the rising wave of consciousness was the surface beneath his body. It was soft, not ethereal like a form of energy but real. Solid. It cradled Renat's body, which felt similarly solid. He frowned in his growing wakefulness and opened his eyes. They felt gritty, and as he began to move an inadvertent groan forced its way past his lips. His entire body ached, felt sore in a way he had never experienced before. It wasn't a torturous pain, it wasn't even sharp but it inhabited him completely, made him feel as though doing more than rolling over from his stomach to his back was impossible. Renat stared up at the ceiling and…


  Ceiling. He was staring at a ceiling. Not a grand vaulted height that soared above him but a simple, off-white ceiling. There was a rotating fan attached to it, with a dangling cord. Renat only knew what a rotating fan was because some of the souls he had tormented over the years had hung themselves with those cords. He put the flats of his hands down on the soft, springy surface he lay upon and pushed himself upright. Doing so made his head spin, and he cupped his forehead in his palm and squeezed his eyes shut for a long moment. The slight pain and feeling of dizziness receded, and finally he opened his eyes and looked around.


  Renat was sitting on a large bed in a simple, elegantly furnished room. Light filtered in through a tall picture window, and the air was cool. As soon as he recognized it his skin prickled with goosebumps, prompting a shiver, but Renat ignored the minor discomfort in favor of standing slowly to his feet. He wobbled for a moment, and had to extend his arms to keep his balance. Once he had it he wandered through the door into a hallway.


  The floor was polished hardwood, smooth beneath his feet. Renat trailed one hand along the wall as he walked, noting every slight curve and bump his fingertips encountered. Thoughts were pounding in his head, a million anxious things that cried out for consideration, but he couldn't focus on them yet; something was pulling him forward.


  Renat kept going until he reached a wall of glass. Outside there was mist and the slick shine of water on wood, and an instant later Renat knew he had to be out there in it. He tried to simply step through the wall, something that should have been easy for him, but it was unyielding against the smooth skin of his palms. He closed his eyes and summoned his power, but there was…not nothing, exactly. Not necessarily a void, but an absence inside of him. Instead of the pain of a gaping hole, however, Renat felt as though something else had been put into the space where first his grace, then his hellfire had lived. Whatever it was, it had none of the quick and ready power that came before, but there was something so deeply profound about it that Renat shied away from looking too close.


  What he did manage to gather was that he wouldn't be walking through walls any longer. Renat examined the glass surface, running his fingers down the sides until they caught on a small indentation. A latch, perhaps. Like nothing he had ever seen himself, but some of the damned had, and he had been inside their minds. He clumsily inserted his fingers into the groove and pulled. The glass wall slid smoothly aside, and the wet, moist air touched Renat's bare skin like a caress. He stepped out onto the deck and heard the quiet susurration of water lapping against the wood that he stood upon, and felt the mist blanket him.


  The wood was rougher out here, and a little harsh on his feet. Renat walked as though he were in a trance, right to the edge of the deck on which he stood. He knelt there and stared over the edge into the water below. A face stared back at him. It was his face, it must have been, but it looked unlike anything he had ever seen before. His eyes were brown, with a thin ring of green around the pupil. His hair was still long and black, but the razor's edge that had defined every strand had vanished, leaving it a somewhat disheveled whole. His face was pale, thin, not ethereally beautiful. He looked…human. He looked like a human.


  Tiny ripples spread out from where the salty drops fell, distorting his reflection. After a moment Renat realized they were coming from his eyes. Tears. He was crying water, making something simple and pure, and it didn't hurt, it didn't burn. It was a strange sort of beautiful, the ability to do something so elemental. He stared at himself and wept in the chill, rain-touched air. His body, so foreign and frail now, started to tremble from the cold, and a moment later he felt something soft drape over his shoulders, followed by a pair of warm arms holding him tight. Renat turned blindly into Emiel's embrace, gripping his lover too tight but unable to stop himself. He was shaking so hard he thought this body might break, and his breaths came out fast and shallow.


  "It's all right," Emiel murmured in his ear. "It's all right. I have you, my love. I have you."


  "What…how…" He couldn't get the words out, and fortunately he didn't have to.


  "We could not go straight back to Heaven," Emiel said, filling Renat with a new and sudden grief. It wasn't that he had truly expected to be let back into the Kingdom of God, but that he hadn't was still painful. At least Emiel was with him. He could bear whatever this was, if Emiel was with him.


  "This is our new home. I searched for the right place for a century, and spent the last ten years making it ready for us to live here, and learning to be human," Emiel continued.


  To be human? Renat pulled back slightly, just enough space so that he could get a look at Emiel. The angel was wearing clothes, thin pants that clung to his skin and a simple blue shirt that buttoned down the front. His feet were bare, and his face was the same, but…different. His hair was still short, and brown, and his eyes were blue but not glowing with the grace of God. He had lost his grace. Emiel was no longer an angel.


  "No," Renat whispered desperately. "You must not lose your grace for me."


  "There is no lack," Emiel promised him. "We have a new grace now. We have souls, my love."


  "Souls?"


  "Human souls. That's what we are now, Renat, mostly human." Emiel lifted his hands to cup Renat's face. They felt the same as they always had, warm and loving. Renat leaned into the touch and let gentle fingers brush away his tears. "It was the only way we could be together again. We will live as humans, and if our lives are honorable then we both will be welcomed back into Heaven when these mortal forms have reached their end. We will go on forever, my love. This is only the next step." He leaned in and kissed Renat's cheek soothingly, and then his lips. "After all, what is one lifetime when we have already waited for so long?" he whispered into Renat's mouth. "One lifetime here on Earth, and then eternity together."


  "Emiel…" Renat leaned into the kiss, wanting to deepen it, but he forced himself to pull away as all those things he hadn't wanted to think about came rushing back. "I don't know how to do this."


  "I will teach you," Emiel promised him. "Our home is fairly isolated, so we don't need to worry about interruptions, or seeing anyone before you're ready. I chose a place on a lake because I thought you would enjoy it, after so long without such things." He reached over and trailed his fingers through the water, then brushed his wet fingertips across Renat's temple. "You can do this," he told Renat firmly. "You can do anything."


  "As long as I have you," Renat murmured, and Emiel's smile seemed to brighten the sky. "What does mostly human mean?"


  "Just what it sounds like. We have human bodies with human frailties. Human needs. But," Emiel said with a sly smile, "Our Father anticipated that this would get difficult sometimes, and so He left us with a little…reminder. Close your eyes."


  Renat obeyed, shutting lids that felt a little swollen from tears. Emiel shifted away for a moment, and when he came back to Renat's arms his chest was bare. Something soft fluttered against Renat's cheek, and when he opened his eyes he was looking into Emiel's grinning face, and surrounding them both were gently pulsing white feathers.


  After a brief moment of shock Renat tilted his head back and laughed. He laughed for what felt like the first time in his life, pure and joyous. The sound echoed across the water and slowly dissolved into the earth, a fitting introduction to the world for one of God's newest souls.


  THE END
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  IN DREAMS


  by Eden Winters


  Callused hands smooth my sides, the scent of new mown hay blending with my lover's skin as he lays me down in the fragrant meadow. A ring of stones encircles us, shielding us from the world outside. He smiles down at me. His lips are full, his cheekbones high, a hood hides most of his hair. Wisps of ebony down escape the confines of the fine wool, lightly caressing his face. "I choose you," he whispers. "Tonight you are mine."


  He takes me, his face hidden in shadow. I cry out in my completion, a name falling unbidden from my tongue: "Alastair!"


  Afterwards he holds me, crooning a melody with words I cannot understand.


  A rooster's crow jolts me awake and the image dissipates like smoke on a morning breeze as it's done so many times before. However, this morning was slightly different, for this morning I hum the tune my nocturnal visitor sang to me and whisper the name "Alastair." A niggling of a memory dances from my grasp, vanishing in the mists of forgetfulness.


  Three nights. For three sleepless nights the phantom has haunted me with his sweet lovemaking and elusive lyrics that mean nothing yet everything to me. They plague me night and day – a mystery to puzzle out. Every time I close my eyes, I see old eyes in a young face, the curve of his cheek, plump lips. This man who lives each night in my dreams strikes a resonance in my heart that none at the tavern ever have. And his voice! He sings like an angel, filling me with longing until the music pours from me, dragging me in its wake and I can almost believe he is real, his fathomless eyes crying out to me. Who is this phantom who robs my sleep, and what does he want of me?


  The rooster crows again and I rise, folding my blanket and wiping hay from my braes before climbing down from the barn loft. A bit of cold water from the well brings me fully awake. Overhead, the last stars fade to nothingness, fleeing the rising sun. A few depressions of a pump handle fill the chickens' water bucket, and I fill another for the cow. The innkeeper and his wife pay me, not to milk the cow or gather the eggs, but to sing to them, though I must do so in secret.


  I arrived four seasons ago, with no knowledge of my past or where I hail from, possessing no more than the clothes upon my back and a trinket. Helv, the innkeeper who took me in, offered to safe-keep the polished rock that hung from a bit of deer hide, and gave me a job, mucking stalls and cleaning the carriages of passing travelers. Then one morning I'd hummed while I worked. The innkeeper's wife, Freda, gathered three times the eggs of a normal morning, and required several buckets for milking instead of the usual one.


  From that moment forward I sang whenever bidden, repaying the kindness of strangers while keeping a hat firmly pulled over my ears to hide my deformity, though my unnatural height and pale skin weren't so easily concealed.


  "Good morn, Esmeralda," I say, patting a docile milking cow. She chews her cud, eyes as brown as my own gleaming in the weak morning light. The innkeeper calls her simply "cow" no matter how many times I repeat her name.


  Passing through the barn, I call the names of my four-footed friends, silly sounds that seem somehow right. "Keep your voice low," Freda reminds me, "those be not normal names. Folks might think you a foreigner." She spat into the dirt after "foreigner" to ward against the evil eye.


  I begin to sing. Words in a language I do not know flow from my tongue, soft and low. Although the meaning eludes me, pictures form in my mind: a stream clear and cool, tumbling over rocks and into a green valley. Deep within me familiarity blooms. "Mountains," I think, though my recollections only include flat plains, from horizon to horizon.


  A comforting contentment settles over me. Eyes closed, I trill and croon until, at last, Freda, touches my sleeves. "Stop now, lad. That is enough." Lad. That is what I'm called, for no one knew my name or felt the need to give me a new one.


  The sun holds high in the sky once morning chores are ended. Exhausted, I return to my loft, to sleep away the heat of the day. My singing leaves me drained, the fatigue growing worse with each passing day.


  At sunset I arise, creeping across the ground to the backstairs of the inn. Merriment tinkles from within, and loneliness fills me. How I long to go inside, become a part of the revelry, but alas, my benefactors warn often of the consequences of revealing my presence. I remain hidden in the attic, watching the revelers through a knot hole in the floor, but my voice carries well into the chamber below.


  "Poor thing," Helv says, whenever anyone asks about who sings. "Very shy and terribly deformed. He only agreed to sing if I kept him hidden."


  I wonder about Helv's lies, but let them pass. He took in a stranger, has yet to strike me, and my belly is warm and full, usually. Freda says that makes him a good man.


  Once more words come to me in some strange tongue, different from the dream song, bringing to mind creatures that Freda calls "unnatural." Tiny souls with fluttering wings and even a half-man/ half-goat frolic behind my closed lids in my trancelike state. This tune lures coin from travelers' pockets, buying ale and meat pies. Freda tells me that no matter what village their patrons call home, they all hear a familiar tune from their youth when I sing. My melodies lend a sense of belonging, she says.


  As the evening wanes, diners leave, their places at hearth and table filled by local farmers. I change my tune, creating images of the "unnatural" creatures behaving in an all too natural way; ways often inspiring a hot flush to my cheeks. Ale flows freely in the inn below, as do coins, buying time from a trio of barmaids, two more having been brought in to fill a greater need since my arrival.


  While my vocals can bring peace and comfort, they can bring lust as easily.


  The night grows deep, and the haunting tune from my dreams springs forth, insistent. I could not stop the words. This time, I clearly see my dream lover, smiling at me in a sunlit field, or dancing with me under a canopy of bright lights in the sky.


  Faster and faster the incomprehensible sounds escape, more chant now than melody. A tightness forms in my chest, squeezing my heart and stealing my breath.


  Words cannot describe what happened next, the tingling of heat and cold vying for dominance, a shimmering sensation, like mist rising from a lake. Somewhere, somehow a door opened, though not a door made of wood. The lover in my mind locks eyes with mine, and clearly, as though he stood before me, says, "I'm coming for you."


  ****


  "I do not know what you did, lad," a buxom brunette known as Tilly confides hours later when the inn lights dim, "but me mam will be most pleased." She counts out coins, burying the night's earnings in her ample bosom.


  Yawning, I seek my own bed. Morning comes early and I am more tired than ever before.


  A few short hours in my loft and my ritual begins again, an endless cycle of days without end, alive yet not living, while my benefactors grow rich on whatever strange power I wield.


  ****


  "Loren," my vision murmurs, taking me into his arms. The lilt of his voice, similar to my own, causes my heart to sing. My name. He speaks my name.


  "I will find you," he says. "Keep singing."


  I awake cold and shivering, whispering, "Alastair."


  ****


  "Do you know a man named Alastair?" I inquire come morning.


  "No!" Freda hisses, "and do not speak that name." Her eyes dart right and left, though only she, myself, and a setting hen bear witness. She shuffles away with a pail full of milk.


  "Why not?" I grasp her arm, and she stops.


  "He is a foreigner," the suddenly pale woman growls, her wizened faced twisted into a visage of fear and loathing.


  "How do you know that if you do not know him?" She's behaving strangely. A bitter scent like rusted iron assails my nostrils, and something deep inside me declares it guilt.


  "Foreigners are evil; vile creatures who provoke the gods." The old woman jerks her arm away and shuffles off, leaving the bitter stench of revulsion mixed with fear hanging in the humid air like a rotten peach, withering on the tree.


  Confused, I set off to discover both the truth about Alastair and my newfound ability to scent emotions. Only a few in the master's employ know of my existence. I sneak into the inn's kitchen. The cook is a kindly lady who feeds me tidbits of whatever she's cooking and speaks longingly of a family that lives over the mountains.


  "Cook," I address her by her title.


  "Lad," she replies, with a welcoming smile. Once more I wonder what my name might be.


  Cook places a steaming bowl of porridge on the small kitchen table, and motions for me to sit and eat.


  My questions die on my tongue as I sample fare normally reserved for the inn's guests. Once finished, I ask, "Do you know of a man named Alastair?"


  Her face ashens, taking on the pasty pallor of the plucked chicken she's preparing for the oven. "Where did you hear that name?" she hisses, glancing over her shoulder at the closed door, in an eerie imitation of Freda.


  "It…it came to me in a dream." Once more I picture an alabaster complexion so different from the swarthy faces of the townsfolk, yet so similar to my own. "Do you know him?"


  She approaches slowly, gleaming blade in hand, and for a moment I flinch, suddenly afraid of her. The cook collapses to her knees. Behind a fall of dark hair I glimpse tears. "When your lordship comes, please tell him I was good to you, I fed you and offered friendship. Please don't let him think I hurt you." Head bowed, she rocks to and fro, quietly sobbing. Once again fear scents the air, augmented by remorse, and tinged by guilt. If this woman has been good to me, why does she suddenly fear me?


  "Who is he?" I inquire again, heart racing.


  "He is the king of your kind." My kind? Cook wipes at her eyes with the edge of her apron, "A just and honest man, when dealing with fair folk, ruthless when done wrong. I tried to warn the master, I did, but he wouldn't listen."


  Something shimmers in the very air, and chills race up and down my spine. As clear as this woman's blathering speech, I hear, "I'm coming for you," in tones so reassuring that the woman's strange behavior fades in importance.


  The words were spoken in the language of my dream lover's songs, but I understand, and answer, "I'll be waiting."


  ****


  That evening, once again I intone the refrains I've learned in my sleep. No sooner had I begun the melody Alastair sang after our lovemaking, than the attic door swings open. The innkeeper stands, hands on hips, eyes bulging. "Do not sing that song!" he shouts, fleshy face an alarming shade of purple. More quietly he hisses, "Do you want to bring his wrath down upon us all?" He raises his fist, and I cringe, but he stops short of a blow. Puffing like a carthorse after a sprint down the lane, he calms, the fist becoming a gentle palm to caress my cheek. "There's a good lad," he says. "You have no quarrel with me." He spins on his heel and leaves the crowded attic, locking the door behind him. He's never done that before, and for a moment I panic, a vision of iron bars superimposed over the simple wooden door.


  A fierce, agonizing burn shoots through my wrists and ankles, and I peel up the leg of my breeches to find the skin red and raw, as it had been the day I'd arrived at the inn, cold, hungry, and unknowing of my name. Iron. My skin burns as if touched by iron, something that doesn't seem to bother the local folks.


  I shake my head and the vision disappears, as do the bars over the door. Sniffing the air for Helv's scent, I taste fear. Whether it be mine or the innkeeper's I cannot say.


  Choosing the song that'd lined the barmaid's pocket the previous night, I sing, though the normally lively ditty emerges sad and cumbersome. My heart simply isn't in it.


  The innkeeper doesn't let me out of my attic prison. Instead, the cook shoves through a chunk of bread and cheese, muttering, "I'm sorry." A few minutes later a sullen barmaid opens the door just wide enough to push a chamber pot through, quickly slamming the oaken panel behind her.


  In my sorrow and loneliness, I began to croon, while visions of myself in chains fill my mind. I drift off into a troubled sleep.


  In a meadow, amidst the ringed stones, two young men laugh and play. "I'll race you to the grandfather stone," a dark-haired lad with laughing eyes declares, pointing toward a chunk of granite far taller than the others. Together we bound toward our destination, our laughter riding on the wind.


  Legs much longer than mine pump steadily, and my opponent touches the sun-warmed surface of the rock mere moments before my own hand finds purchase.


  "You won," I mutter, "what prize do you claim?"


  His dark eyes lose their merriment, taking on a more serious gleam. "Something I've wanted for a long, long time," he whispers, his breath stroking my cheek.


  Wisps of downy hair grace his cheeks, a tell-tale sign of approaching manhood. Eyes wide, paralyzed by anticipation, I watch his face descend, his lips grazing mine, the kiss turning forceful as his tongue seeks entrance into my mouth. I part my lips and lose myself to the one who I've loved from my earliest memories.


  He pulls away, snaking a finger up the sweep of my ear, teasing the sensitive point. I mimic his actions, stopping at the trio of golden loops that adorn his lobe, marking his rank. "My lord," I breathe, suddenly afraid. "If anyone sees us…"


  "They won't," he assures me. "And when I am named king, none can speak against us." He kisses me again, and I let myself fall, into his eyes, into his arms, into his life.


  I wake trembling, as much from my revelations as from the cold. Removing the hat that the innkeeper insists I wear, I stroke one long, tapered ear. Freda is right. I am a foreigner, and somehow, someway I must find Alastair. While my memories are still fragmented, this I know for certain: he'd never let me go willingly. If I am here in this strange place, then my lover must be looking for me.


  ****


  Helv doesn't return to unlock the door, and I spend the day contemplating escape, for now I see that though I was granted some freedom, I'm a prisoner nonetheless. My senses are increasing, my hearing sharpening. Even the scuttling of bugs overhead in the thatched roof can't escape my suddenly keen ears. Smells assault my nose: roast chicken with a stuffing of rosemary and sage, mulled wine warming before the fire, and over it all, dark, palpable fright. Then that shimmering sensation again, and my own fear adds to the mix. I damp it down, for I know the one now standing on the doorstep can feel me, and senses that I'm here. He would kill me outright if he could.


  "I told you never to come in broad daylight," the innkeeper growls from below, his faux anger a mask for sheer terror. I could have told him that false bravado has no effect on his adversary.


  "You're not keeping your part of our bargain," a silken voice purrs, deceptively calm. Beneath that outer tranquility lurks panic, like a captured butterfly beating gossamer wings helplessly against an earthen jar.


  "I agreed to keep the lad hidden, which I've done." Guilt cloys the airs.


  "Yes, but you found a way to take advantage, did you not? Use the powers he doesn't even know he has?"


  Below me, the innkeeper stuttered a reply. "I… I didn't… He merely…"


  "You saw no harm in allowing an elven prince to sing to your silly cows? Or line your pockets by provoking your patrons into spending freely, invoking lust?" The deep tones of the stranger resonated closer to the innkeeper, who, judging by his answer, had retreated to the far end of the bar.


  "I… I'm sure I don't know what you're talking about." Helv gasped out a startled squeak.


  The two voices were closer now, and an image came to my mind of a tall, imposing man grasping Helv's collar, lifting him to his toes. "Lord Alastair must believe that his consort has deserted him. I cannot kill the wastrel outright; the bond they share will shatter, freeing Loren's soul to seek revenge. But if my lord believes he's been thrown over, eventually he'll seek another mate – me. Once I've joined with the king, you can do whatever you like with the deposed one. Bleed him dry of all his power for all I care."


  "Whatever you do, you must keep him quiet a few days longer. Lord Alastair is close to giving up his search."


  I pulled silence around me like a blanket, willing the stranger not to sense my presence.


  "If you fail me again, it's more than the return of my coin I'll seek in recompense." A smidgeon of anger leaked past the newcomer's forced serenity.


  I peered out the window at a black stallion waiting in the lane. A cloaked figure strode purposefully outside, mounting the horse in one graceful move. His hood swept back, revealing pale skin and pointed ears. Something deep within my mind supplied a name: Rodin, my rival for Alastair's affections. How did I know that?


  Sitting in a corner, I watch dust swirling in light beams, cobbling together the pieces of my past. At noon a simple cup of broth finds its way just inside the door. I swill down the liquid in my hunger. Within moments my vision fuzzes, my limbs weaken, and I collapse onto the floor in an ungainly heap.


  I feel him inside my body, his bold thrust rocking me to my core. "Alastair," I sigh, wrapping my lover in my arms. Our lips seal in a heated kiss.


  Once more we lie in the circle of stones, celebrating our passion on a bed of soft clover. The scent of him fills me. Lust, yes, there's certainly lust and desire, but over it all is love. This man loves me, totally, completely, and unconditionally.


  I awake to the clear-headed knowledge that Rodin is wasting his time. Alastair will never stop searching for me, as long as he knows I'm alive. Recalling the bond Rodin mentioned, I withdraw inside myself, seeking the hidden connection. A tendril, much like the single strand of a spider's web, snakes out from my body, an invisible line that joins me to something. Quietly, so the innkeeper will not hear, I murmur the words my love used to seal our joining. That shimmering sensation occurs again, and I now know what I felt. The mystical curtain separating the world of man and elf had parted, allowing someone to pass through. Without doubt, a member of the search party. With all my strength, silently I declare, "I am here!"


  I saw him in my mind's eye: a hooded figure, and when he glanced up, scenting the wind, I stared into the face of my beloved. My heart stopped, and then started again, fluttering wildly in my chest.


  "Keep singing," the specter instructed. "Keep singing."


  Though addled by the drug the innkeeper gave, I sing, warbling silly childish songs, songs of harvest, songs celebrating the arrival of spring. I sing funeral dirges and, every now and then, I sing of love. Beneath my attic patrons come and go, but my melodies are no longer focused on separating man from coin. My notes draw a map across two realms, hopefully leading my lover to me.


  ****


  Worn out, I barely manage a sound. My eyelids are heavy. Supper arrives that I do not eat for fear of being drugged again.


  In the wee hours of morn, after the innkeeper has locked up, I drift off to sleep, disappointed. From somewhere in the inn a door crashed open.


  "Gods help us! They're here!" Freda screams.


  "Where is he?" a familiar voice bellows. "Where is the elf you keep hidden?" My heart leapt.


  "There is no elf here," Helv replies, voice quaking. I smell deceit.


  "You lie! His magic permeates the very walls. Now, where have you hidden him?"


  I drag myself to my feet, shouting, "I'm here!" but my strained voice comes out a mere whisper. Staggering to the door, I pound my fists against the wood uselessly, until bloody fist prints stain the heavy panel.


  The gurgling gasps of a dying man's last breath reach through the chaos, followed by the anguished screams of a woman. Heavy boots trod the stairs. "He's here, milord," a commanding voice cries. In my mind I see a great warrior, an officer of the elven guard.


  I've barely time to step back from the door when it shatters inward. An elf stood before me, dressed in battle garb: leather breast and arm plates, etched with protective runes. His ebony locks hang in a multitude of plaits that I somehow know marks his enemy kills. He's fierce and beautiful, but he's not Alastair.


  I stagger, my strength at an end.


  Then, as if in a dream, the man steps aside and another takes his place, wrapping, leather-bound arms around me and easing me to the floor. Full lips, high cheekbones, brows arched in concern. A blood smear mars his cheek.


  A fist appears in view, another warrior offering the stone charm I'd worn upon my arrival. Alastair swats it away. "I should have known any charm coming from a traitor would be tainted. See how well it protected the wearer?"


  I feel weak, unable to hold up my head. "What's happening to me?" I asked.


  My lover imparted a bittersweet smile, lips trembling. "It's seems I've found you only to lose you again."


  "I don't understand." My voice, weaker now, barely leaves my body.


  "Our kind cannot survive long in man's world, and your breath reeks of holly. You've been away for too long and have been poisoned – holly can be deadly to elves, and the spells you've unknowingly been casting have taken your magic. I'll get you back home but I'm afraid it may be too late." A fat tear washes blood from his face.


  "Rodin," I manage.


  "I know. And he will pay."


  My vision blackens around the edges. I hear a faint, "I love you," and then I know nothing.


  ****


  A soft serenade, a lullaby, spoken in the language of men. My human mother. I try to speak, but my mouth won't do my bidding.


  A gentle touch soothes my brow. "Hush, child. Rest now. The worst is over."


  A cup bumps my lips and I open, trustfully swallowing down a bitter concoction of roots, herbs, and berries. I ease into a grateful slumber.


  We stand facing, Alastair and I, beneath the full moonrise. Unseen in the darkness, our people lift their voices, giving us their chanted blessings, although some do so grudgingly. We step into the circle of stones, and all grows quiet, save for the gentle rustling of the wind through autumn-dry grasses.


  Long fingers lift back my hood, and I stand, head bowed. "Look at me," the elf king whispers.


  I raise my eyes to find my new husband smiling at me. Most think him rather plain for an elf; to me his beauty shines likes the stars in the heavens above us. His mouth meets mine, and we exchange our first kiss as a joined pair.


  No hesitation slows his hands as he removes my cloak, my tunic, my braes, and my boots, until I stand naked before him. Slowly he removes his own cloak, leather armaments, and doublet, my breath catching with each new bit of exposed skin. While his face is not classically handsome, his body is perfection, chiseled from marble, marred by the occasional battle scar.


  Boots and braes fall to the ground and my warrior prince lowers me gently to a bed made of mounded cloaks, claiming me mind, body, and soul. My moans mingle with his soothing love words as he prepares me and breeches my opening, our two bodies becoming one for the very first time.


  "Don't fight me," he urges, and for one instant I wonder if any save me has ever seen the tender side of our newly named king.


  A sharp pain, quickly chased away by a growing, desperate need from deep within. Forcing my body to relax, I welcome my lover into the recesses of my body, sealing our union, quite literally, until death do us part. Glowing threads enmesh us, creating the magical bond that forevermore will bind us together.


  Alastair's tentative thrusting quickens, and we cry out in unison. Sated, we nestle together on the ground, his fingers trailing my skin while he sings…


  The words follow me into waking, and I open one eye to find my lover hovering over my bed, humming the tune from my dream. "Welcome back," he says, eyes twinkling and relief clearly etched on his smiling countenance.


  "It's good to be back," I reply.


  "You have proven yourself a mage of great power. Otherwise, you couldn't have penetrated the veil that separates our world from that of men to call to me, nor could you summon me in dreams. That, and the fact that you were dying in the world of men has proven that your elf blood dominates the humanity in your veins. Even the sternest of our people will never question you as my chosen ever again."


  He kissed me, and the floodgate opened. I remember it all, our falling in love as boys, our impassioned fumbling as youths, the anger of the elite when Alastair refused to join with Rodin, the warrior chosen for him, claiming instead a Halfling bard.


  I recall our wedding feast, sipping a cup from Rodin's own hand, weeks spent chained, and waking to find myself in a human village, devoid of any memory of who I was.


  "Rodin," I cry, struggling to sit up.


  "Shhh… He cannot hurt either of us now."


  "What did you do?"


  My gentle lover disappeared, replaced by the cool, calculating visage of the king of elven kind, in all his magnificent fury. "I could not outright kill a member of nobility, regardless of the offence. The elders agreed to let the punishment fit the crime. Rodin has been banished to human lands, to live out the remainder of his days unknowing of who he is."


  I allowed my lover to hold me, hiding my cringes, deep in my heart fearing that my enemy would one day return.


  As though reading my thoughts, Alastair held me tighter, offering reassurance with his body and his words. "And if he does return, we'll be ready. None will ever take you from me again."


  He sealed his vow with a kiss, and I believed him.


  THE END
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  I'm a SWAT Team Leader; people think I'm fierce. I get my things done, effectively and efficiently. But this time, there's so much at stake. Because that's my lover in there, a hostage on this bank robbery. A lover that nobody else knew about even if we've been together for five years. Because, my lover is a man, and I'm not exactly out. If only I told him how much I loved him this morning...


  ~ Ami
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  IN MY SIGHTS


  by A.R. Moler


  "When will I see you again?" asked Ben Sullivan.


  Under the spray of the shower, Tyler Czuba ran his hand down over his lover's soap slicked chest. "I'm not sure."


  "Give me an estimate. Later this week? Next week?"


  "End of the week, I think," Tyler answered. Last night, in Ben's apartment, had been one of the rare times they actually stayed together all the way until morning.


  "If we lived in the same place, we'd see more of each other even when your schedule sucks."


  "Too risky." A thread of worry tightened Tyler's chest. They'd been seeing each for almost five years now, intermittently, secretly, guiltily…There shouldn't be a reason for the guilt. Neither one of them was married or even dating anyone else. It was all about the job. If someone knew the SWAT team leader was fucking a guy? Tyler didn't really want to consider the fall out.


  "It's hard being your dirty little secret. I feel like we're living in the 1950's."


  "Sorry," Tyler murmured. He snuggled up to the wet heat of Ben's back and nipped at Ben's neck as he held him tight. "Maybe someday." This was an old argument. In the beginning Ben didn't seemed to mind the sneaking around, the pretense of being nothing more than friends. Lately though… Tyler harbored an uneasy feeling that at some point Ben was going to ask him to make a choice, him or the job. He didn't want to choose. He loved his job and he cared deeply about Ben too.


  "Any chance you're going to make it to the bike club shindig on Saturday?" asked Ben.


  "Hopefully." It was how the two of them had met. Tyler had intense memories of that first day they saw each other, of casting surreptitious peeks at the man with the blond hair and the magnificent ass. Their relationship may have started as a clandestine hook-up, but it had become an awful lot more.


  Tyler gently spun Ben around and backed him up against the tiled wall, devouring his mouth. Ben's hand slipped between them, curling around both of their cocks, stroking them slowly. Already half- hard, the slide of hot skin on skin filled his prick and he groaned into Ben's mouth. Tyler closed his own hand around Ben's and increased the speed. It only took a few more minutes before they were both splattering cum up their bellies.


  "Mmm, definitely a good way to start the morning," whispered Ben.


  ****


  Watching Tyler dress, Ben admired the raven dark hair and olive skin. Who knew Slavic genes came in such a beautiful package. Ben cast a lustful glance at the hard ropy muscles of his lover. Ben was no slouch. He hit the gym twice a week and biked twelve to fifteen miles most weekends, but he was never going to have the absolutely ripped body of the SWAT team leader. For just a moment Ben allowed himself to loathe the job that made Ty hide their relationship. If ever there was a batch of guys with "testosterone poisoning" it was the SWAT team, but realistically, it was the twenty-first century. Ben thought the chances of Tyler losing his job over his sexual choices were pretty slim. If only he could get Tyler to agree.


  "What's your day look like?" asked Tyler.


  "Hardware upgrades. They're sending me out to one of the branches to work on their end of the network. It's fairly routine stuff, even if it's time consuming." Ben worked for a big banking conglomerate doing IT. "How 'bout you?"


  "Unless there's a call out, we're doing some rappelling drills." Tyler pulled up his jeans.


  "Yee-hah, dangling off the side of the building while carrying weapons; that always sounds like a recipe for disaster to me."


  "Which is why we practice," Tyler teased as he tucked in his shirt.


  A few minutes later Ty was heading for the door. Ben grabbed hold of Ty's arm and stopped him for a moment. "Be safe."


  "Always."


  "I love you."


  Ty cupped his hands around Ben's face and kissed him slowly. "See you in a few days." Then he walked out the door.


  Ben sighed. One of these days maybe he'd get Ty to actually say the words.


  ****


  "Hey, Zub, we need to requisition more 0.308 ammo," said Paul Whitson as he walked into Tyler's office.


  Tyler looked up from his computer to gaze at the short compact sniper. "That's Captain Zub to you, squirt," he joked. Whitson was a recent addition to the team, nearly a decade younger than Tyler. The stress level was so high on actual operations that downtime in between involved lots of teasing and messing around.


  There was an eye roll from Whitson, followed by a snarky, "Sir, yes, sir."


  "Have you seen Siegel this afternoon? I need…" Tyler's sentence was cut off by the tiny sound of a siren at his hip. It was the text signal for a call out. He pulled the phone off his belt and read the message.


  BANK ROBBERY IN PROGRESS. POSSIBLE HOSTAGES. BRIEFING IN 5.


  Tyler glanced back up at Paul, who had sobered. "Gear up."


  The entire team would assemble in the briefing room in the requisite time and, unless there was a resolution in the next fifteen to twenty minutes, they would head out to the scene.


  ****


  It had all happened so damn fast. One minute Ben was having a casual conversation with a female teller that he knew slightly from a couple of other site visits, the next there was shouting and men with guns in the bank. One man dashed through the open room, spray paint can in hand, dousing all the visible camera mounts.


  All the customers were quickly herded off to the windowless side of the room by two of the men as three others began shouting directions about putting money in bags at the tellers. Janine, the female teller that Ben had been talking to, tried to comply. She picked up the bag that was thrust at her and began to pull money from the drawer. Ben could see that her hands were shaking and he reached to help her, rationalizing the sooner the bank robbers got what they wanted, the sooner they would leave.


  "Hands off! I want her doing it," the man in front of Janine shouted. He rammed the butt end of his shotgun through the counter opening. It smashed into Ben's face, catching him across one eye and his nose. He stumbled backward, blinded by the pain and fell on his ass. Blood gushed from his nose as he lay sprawled on the floor.


  There was another shout from across the room.


  "Who the fuck tripped the alarm? There's cops outside!"


  "Shut the door! Now!"


  Ben lost track of exactly what else was going on as he was dragged to his feet and shoved over in the direction of where the customers had been herded, a gun against his back. A hard push landed him back on the floor, blood still flowing from his nose. The vision in his left eye was kind of fuzzy too.


  I'm gonna die, I gonna get killed by some fucking bank robber, Ben thought.


  "How many are out there?" one of the men demanded of his buddy.


  "I see two cop cars already and I hear more sirens. Fucking hell, SWAT's probably next."


  The mention of SWAT made Ben think. Tyler was working today. That probably meant his team would get the call. Please, oh please God, let Ty get me out of this alive, Ben prayed.


  ****


  When the SWAT van parked, Tyler immediately began giving orders to assess the situation. They needed access to whatever video feeds the bank had, as well as information from the officers who were first responders.


  A uniform cop with a name tag that read Ives was sent to Tyler.


  "What do we know?" asked Tyler.


  "Roughly thirty minutes ago a silent alarm was triggered. My partner and I were less than two minutes away on another call. When we arrived there were shots exchanged and the one suspect we saw coming out the door immediately went back inside. About two minutes later, an older woman was shoved through the door. We got her safely to cover. She claims there are four suspects, all in plastic masks, all armed," reported Ives.


  "What about hostages? It is the middle of the day."


  "At least a handful. She couldn't give a number. Only that there were a few customers in the bank and some staff."


  "Any idea why they let her go?"


  "She was the messenger. They gave her a slip of paper saying they would kill the hostages if they weren't allowed to go free."


  Tyler made a low a grunt of frustration. It wasn't like this was something he hadn't seen before, but it seldom made it any easier. "Just great. Thanks. Stay close I'll probably have more questions."


  Ives nodded.


  Ducking back into the van, Tyler went toward his communications officer, Caldwell. "We have eyes yet?"


  "Only sort of. These guys had a game plan. They disabled all but one camera. Judging from the angle and the limited view, I suspect the lens is partly hidden by a light fixture housing. They probably didn't know it was there."


  "Is Vodder on the roof yet?" Tyler asked.


  "Yes. He looking for a place to drill through, but it's an older building and there maybe be too many layers of ventilation and wiring to find a good spot."


  "Understood. Let me see what little we've got so far."


  The communications man spun the video monitor slightly so Tyler had a better view.


  It was a sucky angle, but some information was better than none. Tyler counted seven people seated on the floor along the wall, five women and two men. He could only see two of the people well. A woman who looked to be in her forties had a hand on a blond man, whose head was bent forward, hands holding his face. It took a moment for Ty to puzzle out what was going on between those two, then he realized that there was blood all over the man's hands and splattered down his shirt. Gunshot wound?


  "We're going to need a paramedic for that one," said Tyler. The blond man raised his head and gave Tyler a decent view of his face. Tyler's heart just about stopped. It was Ben. No. Oh fuck no. Tyler clenched his jaw, willing himself not to have a freak out. He thought back to the morning. Ben had said something about on-site computer work. Tyler cursed himself for not putting together the name of the bank and Ben's job sooner. Ben usually spent most of his time in a corporate high-rise. Aw hell, why today? Why this bank? It didn't matter how good Tyler and his team were, there were times when the hostages didn't make it out alive. That thought just about broke Tyler's iron control. Why the hell hadn't he told Ben he loved him? Was he going to regret that omission forever?


  "Captain?" said Caldwell.


  "That's a lot of hostages." It was a mildly stupid comment but it was the only thing that Tyler could think of to cover his gut-knotting fear.


  "Yeah, I know. The negotiator's supposed to get here any minute now."


  "Good." Tyler couldn't take his eyes off the screen. He tried to analyze what he saw with some sort of rationality. One of Ben's eyes was swollen and the blood seemed to be coming from his nose. The woman had a wad of tissues and appeared to be making an attempt to stop the bleeding. Tyler speculated that one of the gunmen must have struck Ben in the face.


  There was a knock on the door of the van and Tyler straightened up from his crouch near the computer and opened it. A bearded man in his mid to late forties stood there. His temples were touched with gray and he leaned on a cane.


  "Hey Griff, I'm glad to see you," said Tyler. He knew Griff Rieckert from some previous cases. The ex-FBI man had transitioned to hostage negotiation for the local police department after being critically injured in the line of duty, and left with a permanent disability. Tyler beckoned Griff inside and quickly brought him up to speed.


  "Anybody actually talk to these people yet?" asked Rieckert.


  "No. That's what you're for."


  "Okay, see if you can get them to pick up a throw phone and let's get this rolling."


  ****


  An hour crept by, then two. A little progress was made. One woman had been released in exchange for bottled water and sandwiches. When the suspect on the phone asked for a truck, Rieckert dawdled and asked numerous questions about type and size. It was all of course a delaying tactic. Vodder had no luck at installing a second video feed via the roof but instead found a way to thread a snake cam through the casing of a window after he rappelled over the edge of the roof and dangled upside down.


  With the second set of images, Caldwell helped to confirm that there were indeed four gunmen. Two held assault shotguns and the other two had handguns. Another hour dragged by and one of the gunmen was seen groping one of the women. The second male hostage tried to object and a gun was shoved against his temple. With tempers and patience stretching thin, it was becoming probable that the situation wasn't going to end peacefully, so Tyler briefed his men for a breach and containment. The plan was to launch flash-bang grenades through the front windows as a diversionary tactic, Whitson would drop the gunman who had been intermittently visible, then the team would breach through the rear door and hopefully take out all gunmen before any hostages got shot. It was risky, but choices were dwindling. The suspect who had pressed the gun to a hostage's head was visibly agitated.


  Fully geared up in tactical vests, helmets and safety glasses, weapons at the ready, the team lined up behind a tactical shield. They would use a hydraulic ram to break the rear entrance door open. Vodder would take point with Czuba right behind him. Caldwell, watching the camera feeds in the van, would give them information on changes to the situation.


  "Do you have the solution?" Czuba asked over the coms.


  "No solution yet," answered Whitson.


  Another couple of minutes dragged by, then Whitson said. "I have the solution."


  "You have the green light," said Czuba.


  The thud-crash of the grenade launch was followed by splintering scream of tearing metal as the door was torn open.


  SWAT flooded into the bank, spreading out almost instantly. Tyler scanned to his left and squeezed off a shot at the gunman who was staggering in his direction. The man went down and Tyler strode forward putting a boot on the man's chest, aiming his assault rifle at the perp. The man moaned faintly.


  Around him, Tyler could hear the calls of "all clear." He crooked a finger at Vodder to come handcuff the man on the floor. "This one's still alive. You can let the EMTs deal with him."


  "Yes, sir."


  As Tyler walked toward the far corner where the hostages were huddled, he stripped off his gloves. He could see Ben's blond head bent forward, pressed to his knees, arms wrapped around his body, shaking.


  Setting his rifle on the floor, Tyler knelt beside him and gently rubbed his hand along Ben's shoulders. "Ben? Hon? It's over."


  Slowly Ben lifted his head. He looked so terrorized it about broke Tyler's heart. Right eye swollen nearly shut, dried blood smeared across the lower half of his face and all down the front of his shirt, Ben stared at Tyler. "T-ty?"


  "You're safe, Ben." Tyler sat, and hauled Ben into his lap, kissing him very carefully. "I love you, Ben. Oh God, I thought I was gonna lose you."


  "Are they… is it…" Ben mumbled, tears running down his cheeks. He clung to Ty.


  "It's over babe, it's really over." Tyler pulled off his safety glasses and dropped them. As he rocked his lover, he kissed his way down the side of Ben's face. The snuffling sobs were making Ben's nose start to bleed again. "Are you hurt anywhere besides the black eye and the bloody nose?"


  "No."


  "Good. How 'bout we get out of here and let the EMTs take a look at you to make sure?"


  "'Kay."


  Tyler gently eased Ben from his lap and helped him to stand. Ben was still shaking pretty hard.


  "Need any help, Captain?" asked Vodder.


  It was a simple question, yet somehow not one Tyler was expecting. "No, I've got it." Keeping a firm grip on Ben, Tyler led him out to the array of ambulances on the street.


  Ben was laid on a stretcher in the back of the ambulance so the EMT could try to stop the nose bleed. Tyler held Ben's hand as he was examined. "Is he all right?" he asked the medic.


  "I've almost got the bleeding under control. He could probably use an X-ray, just to make sure there's no break around the eye socket. I'm not sure about the nose either," said the EMT. "Ben, you're still shaking pretty hard. How 'bout a blanket?"


  Ben nodded. The EMT spread a blanket over top of him.


  "I'm not letting you out of my sight for a while," said Tyler.


  Whitson stepped up into the ambulance. "The body count is two. The other two are en route to the hospital. No word yet on their condition."


  "Thanks for the update."


  "Is your partner gonna be okay?" Whitson asked.


  "I think so." It felt disturbingly weird not to deny the relationship.


  "Are you going to the hospital with him?"


  "Yeah."


  "Okay, I'll pass the word." Whitson turned to jump down.


  "Hey, Paul, does it matter that… that my SO is a guy?"


  "Zub, why the hell would I care who you sleep with? I'd be more worried about what the brass thinks that you didn't stand down because you had a personal stake in one of the hostages."


  "There is that problem."


  "Go take care of your boyfriend. Worry about getting reamed a new one by the higher ups later." Whitson stepped down out of the ambulance."


  ****


  "Let me help," said Tyler. They were back in Ben's apartment and Tyler was having a hard time comprehending that it had only been about ten hours since they had last been here. Ben was struggling to strip out of his heavily blood stained shirt. Tyler grabbed Ben's hands and held them.


  Ben looked at their hands. "I've still got blood all under my fingernails."


  Tyler hugged Ben's hands to his chest. "It could have been so much worse."


  "How do you face stuff like that every day?"


  "Training, and I'm generally one of the guys with a big gun in my hand and six teammates watching my back." Tyler slowly let go of Ben's hands and finished unbuttoning Ben's shirt for him, easing it off the rest of the way. There was dried blood on Ben's chest where the blood had soaked through.


  "Yeah, I guess there is that," Ben said.


  "How 'bout we take a shower and get you cleaned up?"


  Ben nodded.


  In the bathroom, Ben stood looking in the mirror as the water in the shower warmed up. Tyler rested his chin on Ben's shoulder from behind and wrapped both arms around Ben's body. Ben touched his cheekbone. The swelling around his eye was developing into amazing shades of black-purple.


  "I would have bet on my nose being broken," Ben said.


  "The doctor seemed to think your eye socket caught more of the blow, hence the hairline fracture there." Tyler nuzzled into the side of Ben's neck.


  "I don't guess you can put a cast on a broken face."


  "No, but if it was worse, you'd be having a plastic surgeon wire your bones back together."


  "Why does that sound like you know way too much about that?"


  "It happened to one of the guys on the team. Come get in the shower." Tyler guided Ben under the water. He gently helped wash the dried blood off the various parts of Ben's body, watching red-brown stained water flow away. Every time Tyler touched his lover, it twisted the knot in his gut a little tighter. He'd been on ops where the hostages were critically injured. Tyler tilted his head and kissed Ben. "I love you. I love you and I should have told you a long time ago. I thought I was scared, but I didn't understand what scared meant until I saw you in that bank today half covered in blood."


  "It was… bad," Ben whispered.


  Tyler stood holding him for a long number of minutes before they finally got out.


  ****


  Back in the bedroom, Ben sat on the bed and pulled on a clean pair of boxers. He glanced at Ty, who was coming back out of the bathroom after returning to hang up his towel. Ben still felt thoroughly rattled by the whole set of events and his face hurt. He wondered what his chances of convincing Ty to stay the night were.


  Tyler sat down beside Ben. "Talk to me."


  "Isn't that usually my line?"


  "Yeah, I guess it is. Still, talk to me."


  "I wish…" Ben hesitated. Ty had obviously been through a lot today too. What right did he have to beg for more?


  "If you're feeling pretty rocky right now, I get it. Most people only get that 'am I gonna die?' moment in the middle of a car accident, rather than from a gun to the head. I am right here. You and I are gonna be attached at the hip for the next couple of days until I'm sure you're going to be okay."


  "You're not going back to your place tonight?" Ben asked slowly.


  "Hell no. There's no way I'm leaving you alone tonight." Ty hugged Ben close. "I outted myself to the whole team and to my amazement, they really don't care much. I got my ass chewed by IA for not following protocol but even they were a lot gentler than they could have been. I got a three day suspension without pay. Like I give a fuck about that at this point. I love you, Ben. I want to come home to you every night."


  THE END
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  IN OVER HIS HEAD


  by Kate Sherwood


  CHAPTER ONE


  Cade was trying hard to get comfortable, but it wasn't working. At all.


  He couldn't blame it on the car, that was for sure. It was a Mercedes, one of the big sedans that would stand up to a collision with a freight train, and he had the whole luxuriously upholstered back seat to himself.


  And his clothes were comfortable enough. He'd been worried that he'd have to get dressed up, but Aiden had just laughed and pointed to his own jeans and t-shirt. "You'll be fine, Cade," he'd said reassuringly. "It's a cottage. Casual, relaxed… you'll be wearing swim trunks ninety percent of the time." His grin had turned wicked as he'd added, "And the other ten percent, you'll be wearing nothing."


  It had sounded fine, at the time. But as soon as Cade had seen the car at the airport, he'd started regretting the trip. The car was intimidating, but the woman behind the wheel was even worse. She'd stepped out as soon as she'd caught sight of her son, and her hug for him had seemed warm and genuine. Then a tight smile for Cade, a barely-there acknowledgement that they'd already met several times, and they'd piled into the car and started the last leg of the journey.


  Cade tried to distract himself with the scenery. He'd never been to Canada before. Never been out of the States, in any direction. Hell, he'd barely ever made it out of Chicago until a couple years earlier. But here he was, whisked up to some place called Muskoka, driving around in the back of a Mercedes, looking at trees and rocks and trying to figure it all out. Aiden's family had kept a summer home there since before he was born, friends and family from all over the States coming together every summer at their Canadian "compound". It sounded very Kennedy-esque to Cade. Not his scene at all. But Aiden had asked, and it had seemed important to him. And Cade wanted so badly to be a part of Aiden's life, a part that would be missed if it weren't there. He wanted to make himself indispensable, and the first step toward that goal was probably to keep Aiden from realizing how much easier life was without an insecure, overly-serious boyfriend at hand.


  "You okay back there?" Aiden asked, turning around and reaching a hand back to grip Cade's knee. "You're being really quiet."


  "Sorry," Cade said. "But you guys have lots to catch up on, right?"


  Aiden grinned at his mom, then shook his head. "Yeah, I guess it'd be kind of hard for you to join in on our big gossip-fest. You'll meet them all soon enough." Cade tried to smile, as if meeting "them all" was going to be a treat, not an ordeal. Aiden shifted sideways so he could speak to his mom and maintain eye contact with Cade. "You should have seen Cade's marks on his finals, mom. He kicked serious ass." A knee squeeze was Cade's reward.


  "We were pleased with your results as well, Aiden. A definite improvement over last year."


  "That was Cade, dragging me to the library all the time. I swear, all he ever does is study." A wicked look, and Aiden added, "Well, almost all he ever does."


  Cade cast his eyes out the window again, trying to keep his face calm. It was inexplicable, how bold and comfortable Aiden was with all this. Teasing and flirting, right in front of his mother. Cade had no idea what he'd been thinking, agreeing to this trip.


  Aiden let Cade fade out of the conversation again, but he kept his hand stretched back, and after a few minutes, Cade brought his own fingers up to intertwine with Aiden's. Aiden squeezed reassuringly and smiled back at him, and everything seemed okay again. This woman, this car, this place, and the people Cade was going to have to deal with when they arrived: none of that was important. The only real thing was the grip of Aiden's fingers, the warm strength that told Cade that this was where he belonged, no matter where this happened to be.


  He reconsidered his equanimity when the big car eased off the dirt road into a graveled parking area and he saw how many other cars there were. And then how many people, pouring out from the huge wooden house, swarming around from the sides of the building, some even fading in from the surrounding forest, like elves drawn to a campfire. Jesus. Cade was born and raised in the city, and he was used to crowds, but not like this. He was used to strangers, ignoring him as he did the same to them. These people were surrounding the car, and when Aiden threw his door open, some of them actually cheered.


  "You made it!"


  "Finally! It's about time you got here!"


  "You need to see the new boat—it totally rocks!"


  A silver-haired man edged his way forward and opened his arms for a hug. "Good to see you, son."


  Aiden moved into the embrace easily, but didn't stay there for long before breaking away and smiling at the crowd. "Damn, you're all here! It's good to see everybody." He looked around as if confused, then ducked to peer into the car and see Cade still sitting there. He grinned and pulled the door open. "Fresh blood, guys. But be nice to him, he's shy."


  Cade wanted to shrink back to the other side of the car, wanted to maybe burrow down into the upholstery like a squirrel in the attic, make a nest for himself and never come out. But he had just enough pride to let him force a smile onto his face and step out onto the gravel. "Hi," he managed, and then Aiden's arm was around his shoulder, pulling him in snug and safe.


  "You're fine, baby," Aiden whispered, and then, right there in front of them all, he kissed Cade's temple. It was just quick, wouldn't have been out of place between siblings, but they weren't siblings, and everybody knew that, and Cade waited for the disapproving grumbles. They never came. Instead, Aiden's father stepped forward and extended his hand, and when Cade reached out his own, the older man grabbed hold and pulled him forward into a hug, as warm and friendly as the one he'd given his son.


  "Cade Martin, everybody," he announced. "Aiden's boyfriend from Purdue." He smiled happily. "It's good to have somebody keeping Aiden in line down there, and lord knows his mother and I don't seem to have much influence anymore."


  Cade knew his face was flaming, but Aiden just laughed and pulled him back under his arm, then relented and rearranged until they were holding hands. "Come on, man. You should see the lake." He looked at all the people and grinned. "You'll figure them all out, but it'll take a while. For now…" He tugged Cade forward until they were in front of a pair of redheads, probably about the same age as Aiden and Cade. "These are my cousins, Sarah and Todd." He smiled at a pretty blonde and said, "Todd's girlfriend Taylor." He looked around as if searching for someone, then cut his eyes back to Sarah. "You didn't!"


  Sarah beamed. "Told you I was going to, and I did." She nodded decisively. "That bastard was cramping my summer style!"


  Aiden's eyes danced, as Cade had known they would. The man did love gossip. "Tonight," he said. "The fort."


  "We've already got it stocked and ready," Todd said happily. Then he extended his hand. "Cade, good to meet you."


  And Cade went with it. That was what Aiden always said he needed to work on. "You can't control everything, Cade, not even you. Sometimes, you just need to go with it." And then Aiden would kiss Cade, finding that special, tender spot on the side of his neck, to make it clear that he wasn't criticizing, just trying to help. Aiden was right. Cade couldn't control everything, and he couldn't even think of where to start trying to deal with this overwhelming crowd, so he hung onto Aiden's hand, the one stable thing in the dizzying swirl, and did his best to let go.


  ****


  He made it through dinner, bounced from one crowd of friendly strangers to another, Aiden keeping an eye on him but clearly hoping that Cade would get enough confidence to venture off on his own. Sarah was kind, steering Cade down to the lake a couple times, giving him a chance to recharge his energy away from the crush.


  "Just for the record, I'm not autistic or anything," Cade said after her third intervention. They were dangling their feet into the cool water of the lake, looking at the forest, and Sarah's laugh was low and pleasant.


  "I never said you were."


  "No, I just… I mean, it'd be a relief if there was a diagnosis, really. After a certain point, social awkwardness does start to seem fairly pathological."


  Sarah splashed her feet, creating little swirls that eddied over to hit Cade's calves. "Don't be so hard on yourself. It's overwhelming. And, honestly, Cade, think about it. You don't know me too well, so you maybe don't understand, but I'm not at all perceptive about these things. Like, about noticing when other people are uncomfortable. So you know why I can see it in you?" She bent down a little and crooked her neck so she could look at his face. "'Cause it feels so familiar. I've known that gang my whole life, and they still wear me out." She leaned over and nudged Cade's shoulder with her own. "Introverts of the world: Unite! And then find somewhere solitary to think about it for a while."


  "You're not as bad as I am," Cade protested.


  "Here, yeah. In the real world? With people I don't know? I'm a mess. Seriously. You're doing great."


  "Yeah, you are," a new, familiar voice said, and Sarah turned to greet the new arrival, but Cade didn't. He couldn't help feeling that he was letting Aiden down by being such a loser. Aiden, the golden boy, who loved parties and people and everything that made Cade crazy.


  Aiden's thigh was warm against Cade's as he eased down beside him and rolled up the legs of his jeans. "I honestly didn't know they'd all be here," he said quietly, and he pressed a quick kiss to Cade's neck before frowning over at Sarah. "My spies let me down."


  "It happened too fast," Sarah protested. "Your mom, this morning! She was suddenly all 'We need to welcome my baby! We need to show my baby we love him!" Sarah's imitation of Mrs. St. John bore no resemblance to the cool, controlled woman Cade knew, but Aiden grinned as if in recognition.


  "She gets a bit carried away sometimes," he agreed. "But it's a great party." Then he laughed. "For those who like that sort of thing."


  "Yeah, you're talking to the wrong crowd down here, my friend. Cade and me, we were thinking about building a raft and setting off to find the Mississippi. We think that might be the life for us."


  "You should have thought of that when we were at home," Aiden said with a nudge to Cade's shoulder. "Hell of a portage from here."


  "Aiden!" came a call from shore, and they all turned to see Mrs. St. John standing with her hands on her hips. "Uncle Warren's here! I know he doesn't live far away, but we never see him when we're in Chicago. Come say hello!"


  "I'll be right there," Aiden called, but he didn't move. Instead, he glanced over at Sarah before saying, "And there's one more… I don't know. One more thing I don't like."


  "Jesus, Aiden," Cade said. It felt good to finally acknowledge that he was feeling overwhelmed, but then immediately felt bad, because Aiden looked so guilty.


  "I know. I'm sorry. But you might actually be okay with it, given your generally prudish attitudes in this area." He made a face. "She wants us in separate rooms. I said it was stupid, obviously. I mean… she can't think I'm still a virgin, not after all the 'safe sex' talks we've had and all the condoms she's left lying around the house."


  "It's bullshit," Sarah said firmly. "Didn't you and—" She stopped awkwardly. Cade knew enough to fill in the blank, though. Will, Aiden's old boyfriend. Golden Will, so much like Aiden, so easygoing and popular and blessed by the gods of wealth and privilege. Apparently Will had been good enough to share a room under Mrs. St. John's roof.


  "Yeah," Aiden said. "It's bullshit. I'll have the fight with her, when there's time. But tonight, with all the people here, it won't really work. Not unless we want a big scene." He looked at Cade. "I'll talk to her tonight, if you want. I'm just trying to figure out what works best for you."


  Which was, itself, bullshit. What would have worked best for Cade was staying in Indiana, or maybe making the trek up to Chicago if he really needed a vacation. Instead, he'd let Aiden drag him to a foreign country, shove him into a forest of strangers, and then deny him the one thing he'd been looking forward to, the comfort of falling asleep in his lover's arms. "It's okay," he said. "It's not a big deal. Whatever works."


  Aiden looked like he knew Cade was lying and was trying to decide whether to call him on it, but then there was another voice from shore. "Aiden!" A man this time, loud and hearty. "Get over here, boy! It's been too long!"


  Aiden scrambled to his feet. "Uncle Warren!" he said, heading to shore. "Sorry, I was just on my way up."


  "Yeah, I could see that," the man said dryly, and he looked out toward Sarah and Cade. For one horrible, nauseating moment, his eyes locked on Cade's, recognition like a knife wound, and then he tore his gaze away. Nobody else had noticed, Cade was pretty sure, but his whole body was cold, his skin crawling with fear and self-disgust. The man was here, Cade's old life pushing into his new one with no regard for his fragile barriers, his treasured safety. The man was here, and Cade was trapped.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Cade knew he was supposed to go to shore and meet this new uncle, but he couldn't make himself move. Sarah looked at him, clearly picking up on something, and whispered, "Hit a wall? No more new people?"


  "Sorry," Cade choked out, and Sarah rested her hand gently on his.


  "Cade's helping me with something," she called toward the shore. "I need manly advice. We'll come up in a bit."


  Aiden raised his arm in bemused acknowledgement. Warren had already started walking, charging up the path like a moose in rut, and Aiden reluctantly followed.


  Cade wondered what would happen if he just pushed off and started swimming. It was a big lake. If he got lucky, he'd drown, but if that didn't work, maybe he could haul himself out somewhere on the other side and start everything over. Again.


  But that would mean being away from Aiden, leaving everything they'd managed to build together down in Indiana. He felt a wave of nausea, wondering whether that was all lost, already. Was Warren up there talking to Aiden right then? Was he talking to Aiden's parents, to his sweet, loving father and his cold, judging mother, giving her every damn reason for thinking her son was too good for his new boyfriend?


  "It bugs you that much?" Sarah said. "The bedrooms? Aiden can just sneak in for a booty-call, you know."


  It took Cade a moment to even be able to figure out what she was talking about, and a good bit longer to respond. "No," he managed. "It's not a big deal. I'm fine."


  "His mom really liked Will," Sarah said. "They were soul mates, practically. And she still thinks of Aiden as being her little boy. Everyone sees it, except for him."


  "It's not that," Cade insisted. "I'm fine. Just tired."


  "Yeah, okay. But don't be too tired to come to the fort tonight, okay? It's not like up there, not a big party. Just us, just the cousins. You'll be fine there."


  Oh, God, that was another thing to worry about. "How many of you are there? You and Todd and Aiden… what about the others? This 'Uncle Warren', does he have kids?"


  "Yeah, but they don't usually come here. His wife has them enrolled in fifty millions camps and activities and whatever, so they don't have time for goofing off. Uncle Warren comes up on his own for a week or two. They don't even have a cottage here; he just bunks with whoever has room." She seemed to realize that her voice was calming Cade down, and she kept talking. "The fort's just for us. It's just a little cabin, part way up a tree. We built it when we were kids, Aiden and Todd and me, and whatever friends we could recruit. The little guys use it during the day, but at night, it's just the three of us, and whoever we bring along. You'll be fine, seriously."


  Cade doubted that. He stayed down on the dock for the rest of the night, and Sarah stayed with him. Todd and Taylor eventually came down as well, and Sarah was right, it was fine. They were both sweet and easygoing and kind, confident in the same way Aiden was, the way that came from having been raised with love and security. Under other circumstances, Cade might have enjoyed their company, but as it was, it was taking a full effort just to keep himself from running away. He was going to lose it all, and there was nothing he could do about it. Nothing but sit there and wait.


  ****


  It had been full dark for at least an hour by the time Aiden appeared at the foot of the dock. He was carrying a flashlight, and held it up to his face to make himself look spooky and evil. "The civilians are going home," he said. "It's time for the creatures to come out."


  "And go hide in their tree fort," Taylor said with a roll of her eyes, but she snuggled in against Todd's chest as she said it, and he didn't seem worried about her judgment.


  "In this changing world, tradition is important," Aiden said as he walked out toward them. "A sense of community cannot replace the actual presence of old friends, and electronic communication is a poor substitute for face-to-face interaction."


  "Is that your way of telling me to stop texting you when I get drunk?" Todd asked.


  "No, me telling you, repeatedly, to STOP TEXTING ME WHEN YOU'RE DRUNK is my way of telling you that. This is my way of saying we should get our asses up to the fort and get caught up on the good stuff, because if I have another conversation about my grades and my career plans, my brain is going to leak out my ears." Aiden waved the flashlight authoritatively. "Allons-y," he commanded.


  The others scrambled to their feet, but Cade rose more reluctantly. Obviously Aiden hadn't heard anything yet, and that was good. It was a sign of hope, at least. But the hope was painful, the anticipation of failure too much, and Cade needed it to end. Not by confessing; he'd tried that many times before, and had never been able to get the words out. And not by Warren saying anything, because Cade couldn't stand to think of the words that would come out of that man's mouth, couldn't let himself picture Aiden's face as he heard them. God, there had to be some escape. "Can I talk to you for a second," he said quietly, but everyone heard him, and froze.


  "Uh oh," Todd said, and Taylor wacked him on the shoulder.


  "I've got a flashlight," Sarah said. "We'll go up to the fort now. We'll see you there when you're ready." And she was off, the tiny light she pulled out of her pocket barely enough to guide one person, let alone three. But Todd and Taylor stumbled along gamely behind her.


  "I'm sorry," Cade started, but then Aiden was there, his body warm and solid as his hand cupped Cade's jaw and lifted his lips for a kiss.


  Cade wanted to stay like that forever, just the two of them, pure and safe and right. But Aiden pulled his face away, ran his thumb lovingly over Cade's lips like he always did after a kiss and said, "No, I'm sorry. This was way too much. I should have planned it better."


  "I'm not…" Cade trailed off. He wasn't what? Disabled? He didn't need special treatment, kid gloves? His melodramatic bullshit was making it pretty damn clear that he had an issue. "This probably isn't the place for me," he said finally, and he tried to make the words sound light. "It's really beautiful, and everyone seems nice. But you've got things set up here, you have your traditions, and, you know…"


  "No, I don't know," Aiden said when Cade didn't finish his sentence. "Yes, it's beautiful, and yes, everyone's nice. And, yeah, there're traditions, but that was the whole point of dragging you up here. I want you to be part of the traditions." His hands were gentle, finding Cade's and weaving their fingers together. "I love this place, Cade, and I love these people. And I love you." He'd said it before, but it was still new, and it normally gave Cade a happy chill every time he heard the words. But this time, they felt oppressive. Aiden didn't seem to notice Cade's reaction, though, just gave him a gentle kiss and said, "I know it's not your thing, but I swear, tomorrow will be better. Everyone will be back in their own cottages and it'll just be me and you and Todd and Taylor and Sarah. We'll swim and goof off and if we're feeling really, really ambitious we'll take the boat out. Okay?" Even in the moonlight, away from the sun that was so clearly his guiding body, he was beautiful. "Okay?" he asked again.


  "I love you," Cade said. He'd never meant it more, never felt the bond more deeply than he did now that he was facing the likelihood of losing it. "I want to be with you. I came here for you. But I just..."


  Again, Cade couldn't finish. And again, Aiden didn't understand. "Just nothing, Cade. I know, you're tired, and this day has sucked, and my mom's being a bitch." He brightened. "Hey, let's sleep in the fort! I'll get blankets, and there's air mattresses in the boat house. We can camp out. It'll be fun and woodsy, and I'll deal with her shit tomorrow, and we'll take it from there. Okay?"


  Cade wanted to be honest. He knew he should explain, should keep this beautiful, innocent man from being hurt by further deception. But the thought of one more night of warmth and love was too much to walk away from. So he let himself be led off the dock, and he waited patiently while Aiden burrowed around in the boat house for air mattresses and then snuck into the house for blankets. He followed Aiden up the winding path through the forest until they saw the yellow glow of candles shining through a poorly-fitted window.


  "The fort," Aiden said proudly. "It's not bad for a bunch of twelve-year-olds, right?"


  Cade squeezed Aiden's hand. "It's beautiful. No help at all?"


  "We had financial backing," Aiden conceded. "We wanted to scavenge the materials, but the parents felt that would be inappropriate, so they bought us stuff. But we drew up the plans, and we did the work." He kissed Cade on the temple. "It's ours." Cade could feel Aiden's lips curve into a smile. "It's honestly the thing I'm the most proud of in my entire life, next to you. So the chance to have you visit it… a pretty big occasion, for me."


  God damn it. Cade was so in love he thought he might cry, and he had no idea how he was going to survive if he lost it all. He turned to Aiden and found his lips, desperately, hungrily, and he tried to memorize every sensation. If things went as badly as they seemed likely to, he would need something to call back to, something to console himself through the long, lonely nights.


  ****


  Cade woke to the sounds of birds singing, and Todd snoring.


  When the others had heard about the sleep-over, they'd insisted that they be part of it. That had been fine with Cade, who didn't care whether he had sex as long as he got to fall asleep with Aiden's breath on his cheek, but Aiden hadn't looked too impressed. Todd had just smirked, said, "Cock block!" and headed back to his family's cottage to scavenge extra blankets and mattresses.


  And it had been fun, listening to the cousins reminisce, laughing at them as they all gave relationship advice to Sarah, who quite clearly didn't need it. It had been nice to feel as if he was a part of something.


  But morning had come, as morning always did, and nothing was any clearer in the daylight hours. At least Cade didn't drink. The others had passed a bottle around, but when it came to Aiden, he'd taken his gulp and then sent it right past Cade with a smile. "My boy's pretty straight," he'd said, "with the one notable exception."


  "You're legal up here," Todd had said. "Drinking age is nineteen in Ontario."


  But they hadn't made a big deal when Cade just shook his head. His reasons for not drinking had nothing to do with the law, and Aiden, at least, knew that. When they'd kissed goodnight, slow and easy, Cade had tasted the alcohol on Aiden's breath, but it hadn't bothered him. Aiden drank, sometimes. That was fine. Aiden's parents weren't both drunks. For Aiden, alcohol didn't mean confusion and neglect, didn't call up the bewilderment of a little boy struggling to understand a world where a bottle was more important than a child. Cade refused to be paralyzed by his upbringing, so he wouldn't let himself be bothered by the smell. But he didn't drink, and he never would. And when he'd explained his reasons, Aiden had stopped drinking for almost two months, until Cade had dragged him to a frat party and handed him a beer. "I trust you," he'd said. "It's a choice I made for me, but it's not something you need to worry about." Aiden had given Cade a long look, and then he'd taken a sip of the beer, and they'd been fine. No, drinking wasn't a big deal for Cade.


  He sat up slowly and looked around the cabin. Todd sprawled on his back in the corner, Taylor draped over him like a blanket. Sarah on her own, clutching a pillow like a teddy bear. And Aiden, lying on his side as if he were still shaped around Cade's body, his arm stretched out over Cade's blankets, searching for him. They all looked so young, so innocent, and Cade felt old and filthy.


  He eased out of the blankets and found his shoes, pulled them on, and snuck outside. The birds stopped singing when he appeared, then started again, defying his ominous presence. He wasn't sure where he was going, exactly, but wasn't too surprised when he ended up at the dock. He was startled to see that someone else was already there, though, his fishing pole extended out over the water as he sipped at a mug of coffee. Cade started to turn around, but the man had seen him. "Hey. You. Come out here for a minute." There was no doubt in his tone, no question that his authority would be respected, and Cade's feet moved as if of their own volition, carrying him out toward Aiden's Uncle Warren.


  He stopped when he was several feet away, and Warren took a sip of his coffee before saying, "Cade, is it? That's not what I remember you calling yourself."


  "I don't remember catching your name, either." And that was more like it. No more of this deer-in-the-headlights bullshit. Cade wasn't a little boy, and he wouldn't act like one.


  "No. But we never did talk a lot, did we?"


  There was no answer necessary. They both knew exactly what they'd been doing instead of talking. "Are you going to tell them? Because it'll screw things up pretty bad, for you, won't it?" It was true, Cade realized as he was speaking. "It doesn't really fit into this cozy family atmosphere you're enjoying up here. Won't go over too well with the wife and kids. So how about we both keep our fucking mouths shut, and this just goes away?"


  Warren looked at him thoughtfully, and took another sip of his coffee. "I looked for you, you know. For… I don't know, the better part of a year? I'd drive past your corner and slow down, see if you were working. But you meant it." His voice was grudgingly respectful. "When you quit, you quit."


  "But you didn't, right?" Now that he was thinking, it made a lot more sense. Cade had to caution himself to keep from getting too excited, but this was good. He didn't need to worry about this asshole outing him, not when the guy had so much to lose himself. "You like barely legal boys, and that's not the sort of thing that just pops up and then goes away. So it was me while I was doing it, but how many others were there, before me? How many have there been since?"


  "What an outrageous insinuation," Warren said calmly. "What proof do you have of any of it?"


  "I don't need proof. Because if you open your mouth, that'll be all the proof anyone needs. If we both stay quiet, we're both fine."


  "Uncle Warren, can I come on the dock?" The small voice sounded from behind Cade, and he whirled to see a little girl maybe five years old, standing at the end of the walkway.


  "You need a lifejacket, sweetie. You know the rules." Warren sounded calm, civilized, and Cade had to remind himself to not be sucked in. Warren had been a regular, and he'd been a sadistic son-of-a-bitch who'd paid double in order to cause Cade extra pain and humiliation. He had another side to him, here at the cottage, but Cade couldn't forget the man he'd known in their cheap motel rooms.


  "I can't reach the lifejackets," the girl said. There was a bit of a whine in her tone, but nothing outrageous.


  "Well, maybe our friend here can help you," Warren said. He turned his face to Cade, and it wore an expression Cade couldn't decipher. A dare, almost, a calmness that challenged Cade to disturb it. "Do you mind, Cade? The lifejackets are in the boat house, and she's right, they are hung up pretty high. Check the tags to be sure you have the child size." Then he turned back to the lake, dismissing Cade just as he had when they'd known each other before. The arrogance was infuriating, but Cade reminded himself that fury was the least of his concerns, and he obediently followed the little girl to the boathouse and reached the lifejacket she needed. He helped her get buckled in and watched her scamper down to the dock. She seemed too pure to have any association with that man, but Cade figured she wasn't really at risk. Just because someone liked his whores young and pretty didn't mean he was a pedophile. Cade really had no idea what it meant.


  But that wasn't something Cade needed to worry about. It wasn't something he could afford to worry about, not if he was going to survive the week with Aiden's family. And after that, after the week was over… Cade couldn't worry about that, either. He couldn't wonder whether the rest of his life with Aiden was going to be fragile, waiting for a careless word to tear everything apart.


  God damn it, he hated this place! He was trapped. He couldn't leave without offering some explanation, and whatever he said would either be the truth, destroying everything he cared about, or it would be a lie, setting him up for more hiding and potential destruction down the road. He let himself fall against the side of the boat house and sag down until he was crouched just above the ground, his back leaning on the building and his head hanging forward.


  He heard the soft sound of footsteps approaching along the forest floor, and had a moment's inclination to run away. He knew it was pointless to try to hide; if the person was close enough to be heard, Cade was close enough to be seen. So running away was the only way to avoid contact. Sure, he'd get a reputation for being a reclusive freak, but he'd probably already established that with his dock-sitting the night before. But it would make things awkward for Aiden if Cade seemed any weirder than he already did, so he forced himself to stay still, and when the footsteps stopped in front of him, he looked up.


  "You okay, son?" Mr. St. John made honesty seem like a viable option, but Cade knew better than to walk into that trap.


  "Sorry, yeah. I'm fine. Just not feeling too well, I guess."


  Aiden's dad nodded. "Raw egg in a glass of tomato juice, that's what always worked for me."


  It took a moment to understand that the man was offering a hangover remedy. "Uh… I think that might make me throw up."


  "That's the whole point," Mr. St. John agreed. "You throw up, you get it over with, you get on with your day. The option, spending all day trying to keep something in your stomach that you'd be better off without… that's not a good idea."


  "I'll think about it," Cade said.


  "Okay. And there's breakfast at the house, when you're up to it. Everyone gets up at different times, so it's just a help-yourself situation. Cereal, bagels to be toasted, fruit. It's a good assortment. Just wander in when you're ready and see what will stay down."


  "Yes, sir. Thank you."


  And that should have been it, but instead, Mr. St. John leaned his back against the side of the boat house and slid down until he was sitting next to Cade. He was quiet for a while, then said, "You make Aiden happy."


  Cade didn't know where to go with that. "He makes me happy, too."


  Out of the corner of his eye he saw Mr. St. John nod. "For Aiden and me, that's all that matters," the man said. "For Allison… she's a planner. She wants things to make sense. It's the way she's always been."


  "Aiden says that's my problem. He says I need to let go sometimes, and just let things happen."


  "Does he?" Mr. St. John sounded amused. "That sounds familiar. But, okay, maybe you can understand where she's coming from, then. Because I'll tell you right now, I certainly can't. For me, if the two of you are happy, that's it, we're done, welcome to our lives. But Allison can't let things be that easy. She wants to plan ten years down the line, and then twenty and thirty."


  "That's why she doesn't like me? Because she can't see me and Aiden together thirty years down the line?"


  "I wouldn't say she doesn't like you, Cade. But she's a mother. She worries, and she tries to protect her baby. She thinks maybe your backgrounds are too different, your goals, your values, your personalities." He shrugged. "She doesn't know you that well, Cade, and neither do I. This week is supposed to help us get past that. I'm hoping it will."


  "So, it's like an audition?" Because Cade had really needed a little extra stress.


  But Mr. St. John just laughed. "The director has already made it pretty damned clear that you've got the part. At this point Allison and I are just playing supporting roles, I think. You're the star." He was playing with a piece of bark, twisting it thoughtfully in his hands. "I'm not sure Allison realizes that, yet," he said. "I'm not sure she understands her role. And I'm not sure she knows that if the supporting actors don't get along with the star, it's not the star who gets kicked out of the production."


  Cade wanted to ask what happened if the star turned out to be less shiny than he'd originally seemed, but he couldn't think of any way to make it sound casual. "You guys are really important to Aiden," he said instead. "And this place. He's been going on and on about how much he loves it."


  "It's a special spot," the man agreed. "A lot of history here, for all of us. There are people who live half an hour away in the city that we only ever find time to see when we all travel up here and get together. It's like a separate world, or something."


  Maybe that was how Cade could deal with this. He could wall it off, Warren and the past left up in the wilderness, forgotten, while Cade and Aiden went on with their lives at home. Maybe that would work. If he could just get through the week.


  They were quiet together for a little longer, then Mr. St. John clapped Cade on the knee and pushed himself up the wall. "I'd better get back to work. I just wanted to say how glad we are to have you here, son."


  "Thank you. Do you need any help with whatever you're doing?"


  "I'm cleaning up after last night." The man smile down at Cade. "But it won't be too pleasant for someone who overindulged. Lots of bending over, lots of stale beer to pour out."


  "No, I can help," Cade said quickly, and he stood up quickly. "I feel fine."


  Aiden's father raised a doubtful eyebrow, but he didn't object, and Cade liked feeling useful. He'd done this after his parents' parties, too, although those had been much more low-brow affairs. But it felt right, putting things back in order, being part of the solution rather than the problem. He was feeling much calmer by the time they were done, and when Aiden stumbled up onto the porch, a crease from his pillow still visible on his face, Cade was able to give him a genuine smile. Their kiss was quick before Aiden pulled away with a mumbled, "Morning breath. I need to brush my teeth, or eat something." But Cade didn't care, and allowed himself the luxury of holding onto Aiden's hand as he turned and walked inside.


  Cade's happiness skidded to a halt when he saw Warren and Aiden's mother sitting at the breakfast table, sipping coffee and chatting. Aiden squeezed Cade's fingers in encouragement; he thought Cade's reluctance came from the woman at the table, not the man.


  "Boys," Mrs. St. John said. "Come in, eat something. Warren was just suggesting a golf game; seems like we've got a foursome right here in this house, and getting the men out of the way would give me a chance to really relax."


  "Is the new course open?" Aiden asked with interest.


  "It is," his mother confirmed. "I played it last week, and I'd love to hear your opinion on it."


  "Yeah, sounds great," Aiden agreed, then turned to Cade. "You don't golf, though, right?"


  "Uh, no. But… you need four people? Maybe Todd could go instead of me. I've got a book." He smiled. "I don't need to be entertained." And he had no intention of spending more time with Warren than he had to.


  But Aiden shrugged. "No, it's fine. I mean, if you want, I can teach you the game; and you can use my clubs. But if you don't want to, we can just hang out here."


  "It seems like a good idea to broaden your horizons a little, Cade," Mrs. St. John said. "Golf's a great sport. Very popular. You could at least give it a try before rejecting it." Her smile seemed forced, as usual. "Aiden was junior champion at the club at home, three years in a row. He'd be an excellent teacher."


  "It'll be fun, Cade," Warren said. "Just four guys, talking, having a few drinks. Bonding time. Nice for a father and son to have time for that."


  "Guys, don't pressure him," Aiden finally said. "It's his vacation, and he's only here for a week." He squeezed Cade's hand. "Golf isn't important."


  And then, of course, Mr. St. John came in, carrying a bag of golf clubs. "Good, you're up! You guys heard the plan? Ready to hit the links?"


  "We're going to skip it," Aiden started, but Cade interrupted.


  "No, I can try. I mean, I won't be any good. But I'll try." He'd try anything, for Aiden.


  "Excellent," Warren said, and his smile was slow and reptilian. "I'll call and get us a tee time. You boys eat something." As he walked by, he gripped Cade's shoulder, a touch that would have been casual if the fingers hadn't been so tight. He'd wanted this game. He'd wanted to spend time with Cade. Damn it. There was too much going on here, and Cade didn't want to be a part of any of it.


  CHAPTER THREE


  Mr. St. John ("Andrew, son, really. Aiden's friends have always called us by our first names") drove. Warren had been offered the front seat, but insisted that Aiden take it so that the father and son could have more time together. Which left him in the back with Cade, and it shouldn't have been a problem, because it was a big SUV, with plenty of leg room. There was no reason for Warren to stretch out like he was, his arm draped along the back of the seat so his hand rested just behind Cade's shoulder, his legs spread wide, one foot actually in Cade's footwell. The man looked like a mix between a spider and a pretzel, and there was no damned way it could be comfortable. No way it could be accidental, either.


  Cade did not need this. He could have handled the week, even with the party and the hostile mother and the vague, low-grade anxiety that beset him whenever he was in an unfamiliar place. Hell, he could have handled the golf, with his borrowed clothes and total ineptness. But Warren was going to push him over the edge, and he really had no idea what to do about it.


  Things got a bit better when they arrived at the golf course. There was more touching, Warren being jocular and physical with Cade, but at least there was room to move. Too much room, maybe, as Cade rounded the back of the SUV and found Warren waiting for him. The man eased in close and said, "Anytime you want, you let me know, and I'll teach you how to swing."


  The accompanying leer made the double entendre far too clear. Cade had a brief, beautiful mental flash of himself grabbing a golf club and beating the son-of-a-bitch into a bloody pulp, but he got that impulse under control and resolved to just stick as close as possible to Aiden.


  They made it through the game. Cade couldn't have said what the scores were, although he was pretty sure his was miserable, or even who won. When the beverage cart had come around, the older men had laughed when Cade chose a Coke, but Aiden had just smiled at him.


  "Guess we've got a designated driver," Warren had said, and he'd bought a round for the rest at every opportunity.


  By the time they headed for the parking lot, the other three were relaxed and silly, and Cade was so tense he thought he might explode. He needed to get back to the cottage and get the hell away from these idiots. Even Aiden was getting on his nerves, and that was a bad sign. Mr. St. John tossed the keys in Cade's direction and climbed into the back seat, and when Aiden took shotgun, Cade tried to smile. "You're not having any fun at all, are you?" Aiden said.


  "I'm fine," Cade managed, and then he concentrated on driving. He had his license but didn't have much experience, and he really didn't want to ding the St. John Lexus.


  The cottage was quiet when they arrived back, and Cade felt at least a little of his tension drain away. He'd be okay if he could just find somewhere quiet to regroup, somewhere he wouldn't have to worry about being hunted down and harassed. So that left his bedroom out; it was right next door to Warren's, and Cade didn't want to think about what the man would try if he managed to get Cade alone behind closed doors. It wasn't like Cade couldn't fight back, but if it got physical, people would notice and explanations would be required, and Warren really didn't seem nearly as worried about keeping the secret as Cade did.


  He thought about the fort, but remembered that the little kids used it in the daytime. A walk in the forest might be okay, but someone would probably want to go with him, and even if it was just Aiden, that would be too much. The lake was the solution.


  "I'm going to swim, if that's okay," Cade said.


  "I think we all will," Aiden agreed. "Good way to spend the afternoon."


  "I'll meet you down there," Cade replied, and he practically ran to his room to get changed. He wasn't a great swimmer, but if he got to the lake fast enough he could get a head start, be far from the dock before anyone else showed up, and they'd leave him alone for a while.


  The plan seemed to be working, until Cade arrived at the dock and saw Warren already there, back in his chair, still fully dressed. Apparently he wasn't planning to swim. But he was happy to run his eyes up and down Cade's half-dressed body. "You filled out," he said. "There's a bit more muscle there, now. Still have those beautiful eyes, though." He stood up and came closer. "God, I used to love making you cry."


  Cade brushed past the man, strode out onto the dock, and dove into the cool lake. He stayed under for as long as he could, pushing through the water, trying to get the hell away from the dock. From everything. When he finally had to surface, it was for just long enough to get a gasp of air and then he dredged up memories of long-ago swimming lessons at the community center and broke into a rough front crawl. It took a while to get his breathing figured out, and by the time he did his shoulders were complaining about going from a day of tension to a sudden burst of unfamiliar motion. But he powered through that.


  When he finally had to stop, he let himself flip over and look up at the sky, using little flutters of his arms to keep himself afloat. He had been swimming parallel to the shore, so he wasn't far away from land, but the dock seemed distant, the figures on it remote and unfamiliar. One of them raised an arm in his direction and then dove in and started swimming toward him. Aiden. That was okay, Cade decided. The exercise had taken off a bit of his edge, and he could handle Aiden now.


  He let himself float back toward the cottage, and when Aiden was close, they both stopped moving and just kept themselves afloat. "You okay?" Aiden asked. "You're pretty far from the dock."


  "I'm fine. I just needed a break."


  "This trip has pretty much sucked for you so far, hasn't it?" Aiden brightened. "We should go camping. Just you and me. A couple days in a tent and you'll be begging to get back to the cottage!"


  "Wow, that's pretty tempting. You're going to make me appreciate this place by taking me somewhere even worse?"


  Aiden looked sad. "You really don't like it here, huh?"


  Fuck. That was not what Cade had wanted to say. "No, I… well, not so far, to be honest. But I'm sure I'll get used to it." He thought of Warren. "And the camping sounds great, actually. I've never gone camping. Never slept in a tent."


  "Seriously?" Aiden squinted at him doubtfully. "Not even in someone's back yard?"


  "Never."


  "You're a tent virgin, then." Aiden swam closer. "Don't worry, baby, I'll be gentle." It wasn't easy, in the water, but they managed a quick kiss, and then one a little deeper, and just as Cade was casting his eyes toward the shore and wondering if there was somewhere they could go, he felt a sharp scratch along his calf. He jerked his leg away, and the scratch turned into a stabbing, slicing pain.


  He gasped, jerked again, and realized that he was trapped. Whatever had him was holding him there, clawing into his leg when he tried to escape. "Cade, what is it? What's wrong?" Aiden sounded almost panicked.


  "My leg!" Cade gasped, and Aiden took a quick breath and then ducked underwater. His hands were strong and soothing as they traced down Cade's body, found the problem, and did… something. He reached up and guided Cade's hips back towards the danger, and as much as his instincts rebelled, he forced himself to trust Aiden. It was another couple moments before Aiden's head popped to the surface.


  He took a deep breath of air, then said, "Fish hook. A big one, and it's still attached to the line, so it's dug in pretty deep." He grimaced. "I know it hurts, but I think we need to get you back to the dock and take it out there. It probably has barbs on it, and I don't want it to cut you even more trying to pull it out."


  "I was trapped," Cade said. "I couldn't move."


  "Yeah, you still are. I'm going to try to untangle the line… we could cut it, but I don't have anything sharp, and if I try to break it, I'll jerk your leg around a lot." He grimaced, then pushed himself out of the water and waved his arms. "Dad!" he yelled toward the dock. "Dad! Boat! Bring the boat!"


  Mr. St. John seemed a bit confused at first, but then swung around to the other side of the dock; within moments, the engine of the speed boat roared to life.


  "Okay," Aiden said soothingly. "The cavalry's on the way. Just try not to jerk on it."


  "Fuck," Cade groaned. "There's no…" He didn't want to sound like an ignorant city boy, but he had to know. "Okay, there's no sharks, I get that. But are there other fish that are going to be attracted to blood?"


  "Like piranhas, you mean?" Aiden smiled and bobbed close enough to give Cade a quick kiss. "No. The hook is the grand total of the problems, here. We get you loose, get you into the boat so we can have a look at it, and we're good to go. When was your last tetanus shot?"


  "My last…" Cade made a face. "Possibly never?"


  Aiden made a disgusted noise. "You need to take better care of yourself, baby." But the boat was approaching, the noise of the engine cutting off the rest of Aiden's lecture, and Cade wasn't even too upset to see Warren's tanned face leaning over the side of the boat, helping to guide Mr. St. John closer without running the boys over. Aiden took over, ordering tools from the boat, ducking underwater to cut the wire, and then guiding Cade to the steps at the back of the boat. Cade hopped aboard with only a little gratuitous groping from Warren, and the group stared down at Cade's leg together, the blood pouring off into the pristine interior of the boat.


  "Stitches," Mr. St. John said firmly. "So if we're going to the hospital anyway, we might as well get them to take the hook out, too."


  Aiden nodded. "And a tetanus shot. He's a bit irresponsible that way."


  "He's probably a bit uninsured," Warren said, and Cade frowned at him. It was true, but Cade didn't really want this bastard having insight into his financial affairs.


  Aiden smoothed Cade's hair back from his forehead. "I'm going to bleed all over your car," Cade said. "I'm already messing up the boat."


  "We can hose the boat out," Aiden assured him. "And we'll get some old towels for the car." He looked down at the volume of blood still streaming down Cade's calf. "And maybe a plastic bag."


  "Fuck," Cade groaned, and let his head fall back into Aiden's chest. "Your cottage is trying to kill me."


  "It just thought you looked so sweet it wanted a taste," Aiden said. He kissed Cade's forehead. "I don't blame it."


  The boat roared back to life, then, Mr. St. John steering them expertly back to the dock. Cade tried to relax. His one attempt at freedom had ended in disaster; maybe he needed to just sit back and let himself be taken care of.


  ****


  The hospital not only gave Cade stitches and a tetanus shot, they also gave him pain killers. Things were looking up. He was supposed to keep his leg elevated as much as possible, and avoid exertion. "So we're back to the 'sit around and talk' plan for the week," Aiden said with a smile. "It was a good plan, and I think we're going to have fun." He sank down on the couch and carefully rearranged things until Cade was lying down with his foot propped up on pillows and his head in Aiden's lap. "And I told Mom you were sleeping in my room. I told her I needed to keep an eye on you, because of the pain killers. Which you only need because our cottage tried to kill you."


  "So she must love me even more, now. Right?"


  "Who cares if she loves you?" Aiden asked seriously. "I love you. I'm the important one here, right?"


  "You're fairly important," Cade conceded.


  "Does your leg hurt?"


  "Nothing hurts. Drugs are awesome."


  "You're awesome," Aiden said, and he ran his hand gently down over Cade's chest, then his stomach. His fingers hovered just above the waistband of Cade's shorts.


  "I am not going to get walked in on," Cade said firmly. "Your hand stays in family-appropriate areas, mister."


  "You don't have an exhibitionist kink?" Aiden squinted down at Cade. "You are actually almost completely kink free, aren't you? You are a very white bread person, Cade."


  Cade didn't want to have this conversation. Not then, and preferably not ever. "Well, there's the gay thing. That earns me some points, doesn't it?"


  "Gay is nothing," Aiden declared. "Everybody's gay these days. I'm talking, like… serious shit. Like wanting to get tied up, or wanting to tie me up. But actually, bondage is kinda overdone, too, isn't it? Maybe you could develop a fetish. For rubber, or feet or something."


  "Maybe fishnet stockings? Seems kinda appropriate right now. But it's not like you're Mr. Kinky either, right? I mean, unless there's stuff you haven't told me about."


  Aiden's smile was thoughtful, and he ran his fingers gently through Cade's hair. "Nah, I've told you everything I've got. But you… you are a secretive person, Cade. You know about all my experiences, all my old boyfriends—"


  "Including Saint Will," Cade snorted.


  Aiden just smiled. "And you know why I broke up with all of them and why I'm so happy now with you. I want you to tell me one of your secrets, Cade. Will you? Just one?"


  No, Cade did not want to have this conversation. And he wasn't sure the drugs were a good idea after all, because they seemed to be giving him bad advice, suggesting that Aiden might not mind too much if Cade was just honest with him, that secrets were dangerous and corrosive. The only thing the pills and Cade could agree on was that they needed Aiden. Nothing was allowed if it might get in the way of Cade having Aiden. "I love you," he said.


  "That's not a secret." But Aiden smiled, and he let the conversation fade away. Todd and Taylor came over eventually, commiserated over the injury, and suggested a board game tournament to keep the invalid distracted.


  "Maybe tomorrow," Aiden said. "It's a great idea, but he's all drugged up and dopey right now. He wouldn't be much good at games." His hand rested on Cade's chest. "And I kind of like having him like this. Like a big, sleepy cat. I want to enjoy it for a while."


  Cade gave his best imitation of a purr, and let himself drift away in true cat fashion. When he woke, the sun was shining at a different angle, and Todd and Taylor were gone. Aiden had a book in his hand, but he was looking down at Cade instead of at the pages.


  "I love watching you wake up," he said softly. "And I love watching you fall asleep." He grinned. "And I love watching when you're asleep, but I also love watching you when you're awake."


  "Creeper," Cade murmured, and he stretched up to find Aidan's lips. Aidan's hand crept around behind Cade's head to help support him and to deepen the kiss, and exhibitionist or not, Cade was pretty happy with where things were going.


  They should have heard the approaching footsteps, but they were too wrapped up in each other. Even when the newcomer cleared his throat ostentatiously, it took a moment for either of them to register the noise, and Aidan only pulled his head away slowly.


  "Young love," Warren said. "Enjoy it."


  "Yeah, we just were," Aiden said pointedly. It was right on the edge of being rude, and Aiden's upbringing caught up to him quickly. "But we don't have to do it here."


  "No, don't let me interrupt," Warren said. "Well, actually, do let me interrupt, because your mother wants to speak to you. She's on the porch. I'll keep your young friend company while you go."


  Aiden didn't move right away, but then Cade swung his body upright and shifted his foot over to the coffee table. Aiden frowned, then stood, took the pillow from the couch, gently lifted Cade's foot and put the pillow beneath it, then straightened. "I'll be right back," he said. And Cade felt a stirring of alarm, because it really seemed as if Aiden was reluctant to leave Cade alone with Warren. He couldn't know. There was no chance of it. If he'd found out, there would have been an explosion, and there had been nothing. Whatever this was, this protective streak, it was either in Cade's imagination or it was based on something else. "I'll bring us drinks, okay? Two minutes." And then Aiden was gone.


  "You two are really sweet together," Warren said. "Seriously. I wasn't joking about how special young love is."


  "I don't really want to talk about that, thanks."


  Warren leaned forward. "It'd be a shame if something got in the way of that love, wouldn't it? It'd be a shame if he found out that his sweet little boyfriend isn't quite so sweet after all."


  "You're bluffing." Cade fought to keep the doubt out of his tone. "You're married, with kids. You have just as much to lose as I do."


  "I don't give a good goddamn about that frigid bitch, and she's turning the kids into little mirror images of herself." Warren's voice was contemptuous, but then it softened. "Not like you. Not like your sweet, handsome boyfriend."


  "What the fuck do you want?" Cade made himself sound hard, the way he had back when he'd had to deal with this asshole before.


  Warren smiled in recognition of the tone. "There's my little wild cat." He craned his neck around to be sure they were still alone, then leaned forward and quietly said. "I want you. The way it used to be. I want your big eyes staring up at me as you choke on my dick, and then I want your tight ass bent over a cheap motel bed." He leaned back, took another quick look around, and said, "That's what I want, and that's what I'm going to get. For free this time." His arrogant smile made Cade nauseous. "You can fight me all you want. Truthfully, I hope you do. But we both know you're going to lose. We both know you'll do anything you have to in order to keep your sweet little boyfriend in the dark." He leaned forward, his big hand heavy as it rested on Cade's knee, then slipped up along the inside of his thigh. "It's going to be beautiful," he promised, and he ran his hand up over Cade's fly and cupped him there proprietarily. Cade was too shocked, too stunned to move, and Warren gave him a firm squeeze before taking his hand away and standing up. "Dinner's almost ready," he said cheerfully. "David and Tricia Castleman are going to join us. Have you met them yet?"


  Cade just stared, and Warren smiled down at him. "You'll like them," he promised, and then he turned and headed out in the same direction Aiden had gone, whistling happily.


  Aiden returned only a few moments later. He took one look at Cade and fell to his knees beside the couch. "Cade? You okay? Is your leg hurting you?" He frowned and looked back over his shoulder, then took Cade's hand. "Was Uncle Warren being weird? He's kind of… I don't know. He's not usually like that, but sometimes he gets a bit much. A lot of touching. My dad had a talk with him about it a few years ago, and it got a lot better. He's a bit creepy sometimes. And awkward, so he doesn't really realize it's making people uncomfortable. But I know you're not a big fan of the casual touching. I can ask him to stop, if you need me to."


  Cade was pretty sure he was going to cry, but he laughed instead. A short, barking sound, but still, technically a laugh. "No. I don't need you to do that," he said.


  "Dinner, boys!" Aiden's mother called.


  Cade struggled to his feet and Aiden hurried to help him, but Cade brushed him off. Then he caught himself. All this pain was because he wanted Aiden, and now he was treating him like he didn't matter? He turned suddenly, startling both of them, and grabbed hold of Aiden's face then pulled him down for a desperate kiss. He needed Aiden. Warren was right; there was nothing Cade wouldn't do to protect the relationship.


  He pushed away and started limping toward the kitchen. Aiden caught up in a couple steps and hooked his arm in under Cade's, helping to support him. Cade let himself take the help; he needed all the assistance he could get.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  David and Tricia Castleman were lawyers, just like Mr. St. John. Tricia worked at a big corporate firm, and David worked for an environmental group.


  "Aiden spent quite a bit of time last summer volunteering there," Mrs. St. John told Cade. "I guess that was before the two of you met. You found it quite interesting, didn't you, dear?"


  "Yeah, it was great," Aiden agreed, but he didn't say much more. He'd been quiet all dinner, watching Cade as if he were a baby crawling along the edge of a skyscraper roof. Cade had to admit that Aiden was right to be worried; he wasn't sure how much longer he'd be able to hold himself together.


  "Cade's studying engineering," Mrs. St. John said. "Petroleum engineering." She shook her head. "Strange to think that my environmentalist son is dating a future petroleum engineer."


  Aiden said nothing, and Cade didn't blame him. Mrs. St. John was obviously on a roll, and had been sinking tiny hooks into Cade all dinner. When Cade hadn't wanted wine, she'd made a concerned face and said, "Oh. Is alcohol a problem for you?" as if he were a drunk. When he'd waited to see what fork to use for the salad, she'd noticed and made sure that everyone else saw her lifting the proper utensil and showing it to him. Cade had no idea what had happened to the casual cottage atmosphere, but assumed that this was just one more way of Mrs. St. John making it clear that he didn't belong. It was the least of Cade's worries, really, but she didn't know that.


  And Warren, the greatest of Cade's worries, was enjoying it all. Verbal harassment was probably a form of foreplay for the son of a bitch. "Petroleum engineering?" he asked. "Seems strange, doesn't it? I mean, up here, surrounded by all this natural beauty, and you're becoming an expert in ways to exploit it?"


  "I don't think there are any petroleum reserves in this area," Cade said quietly.


  "So it'll be someone else's backyard that gets polluted?" Mrs. St. John said. "I don't really understand. Whatever would make a young person, growing up in this world, decide to devote his professional life to something like that?"


  "Money," Cade said sharply. He hadn't thought he was going to say anything, but the word had slipped out. And now that everyone was staring at him, he realized that it had actually felt pretty good to make his barbarous voice heard above their civilized sniping. "I'm in engineering because I'm good at math and science, and engineering has better job prospects than the pure sciences. And I'm in petroleum engineering because it's a growth field with high salaries and almost guaranteed employment."


  "How practical," Mrs. St. John said dryly. "But isn't there more to the college experience than just career training? Aren't there opportunities for personal growth you could be exploring?"


  Aiden was about to speak, but Cade beat him to it. It made no sense. Cade didn't give a good goddamn about petroleum engineering or about what Aiden's mother thought of his choice of studies. But he'd been too tense for too long, and apparently this was the place where the tension was going to be released first. "Personal growth? That'd be great, if I had the time. But I don't have parents who will keep sending me to school even if I have no idea what I want to do with myself, even if my grades are in the toilet. I need my scholarship, and that means I need to keep my grades high. I guess maybe I could drop into an easier program and keep my grades up that way, but my parents also aren't going to set me up with a bunch of sweet internships and volunteer experience, and they're not going to subsidize my income for the first ten years of my career so I can explore and find something that feeds my damn soul." Cade knew he should stop, and knew he wasn't going to. "So I'm studying petroleum engineering. I'm learning how to find new sources of oil so that people with lots of personal growth can still manage to drive their SUVs up to their second homes, so they can fly their kids up for a week of vacation in the wonderful, natural world, with its hyper-manicured golf-courses and fish-hook strewn natural lakes." Probably the fish-hook was a bit of a cheap shot, but Cade would worry about that later. Or maybe he'd worry about it right then, because he seemed to have run out of vitriole, and was left feeling vaguely foolish, and with a growing sense of alarm.


  "Cade," Aiden said, and Cade turned reluctantly to face the consequences of his outburst from the only person who mattered. But Aiden didn't look angry. Not at all. "I really love you," he said, and he nodded as his face broke into a wide grin. "Like, an insane amount." His expression was open and honest, as if he hadn't heard Cade tear into his mother, hadn't heard Cade practically tearing into Aiden himself.


  "Insane seems like the right word," Cade muttered. But Aiden loved him, so he took a deep breath and then turned back to Mrs. St. John and said, "I'm sorry. I got carried away."


  Her frown looked more thoughtful than its usual judgmental cast. "That's okay, Cade. I think I was a little carried away, too."


  The niceness was starting to creep Cade out, but then Warren said, "It's exciting to see a young man with such passion," and he smiled his oily smile.


  Cade jerked to his feet. He couldn't do it. He was disgusted with himself for thinking that maybe he could. There was no way he could betray the trust Aiden had in him, not more than he already had. "I need to talk to you," he said shakily, and Aiden rose immediately, concern on his face.


  "It's okay, Cade. It's not a big deal."


  "Not about this," Cade said. "About something else. I need to… please. Can I just talk to you?"


  Aiden only paused for a moment before saying, "Yeah. Of course." He turned to his parents. "Sorry, excuse us."


  "Certainly," Mr. St. John said, and the father's voice was just as concerned as the son's. "Cade, if there's anything you need help with, you can talk to us. Please."


  But Cade couldn't handle their kindness, not right then, and he barely managed a nod before turning and limping toward the door. He made it outside before Aiden slipped in beside him and took some of his weight. "Where are we going?" Aiden asked, and Cade shook his head in frustration.


  "I have no idea."


  "Fort's too far with that leg," Aiden said firmly. "Here, this path is good, it goes up to a little clearing."


  Cade obediently let himself be helped up the path, Aiden's body firm and strong against his. The familiar comfort of Aiden's touch was almost unbearable; now that events were in motion, Cade's brain was screaming at him again, demanding that he find some way out of this, some way that didn't involve telling Aiden the truth.


  They reached the clearing and Aiden turned to Cole, his face expectant. "What's up? What do you need?"


  Cole didn't have the words. He tugged at his shirt, borrowed after the "casual cottage atmosphere" had turned into a damn dinner party, and frowned in frustration. "I'm not like you. I've done things, been things…" None of that made sense. Cade groaned. "This shirt, it isn't me, it doesn't…"


  Aiden's face was calm, but confused. "The shirt's the problem? You asked to borrow it, so I loaned it. If you don't want it, take it off." A frown, and then Aiden unbuttoned his own dress shirt and shrugged it off onto the ground. "See? It's easy. I don't care about the clothes, Cade. You know that." He lifted his hands, slow and easy, to the buttons of Cade's shirt. "I love you. The guy underneath the shirt." He grinned and started undoing buttons. "I think you know that I'm happiest when you're wearing nothing at all."


  Cade let Aiden tug his shirt off, and they stood there together, bare chested in the warm summer evening. "Is your leg sore?" Aiden asked, and there was a hint of huskiness in his voice that made it clear exactly why he wanted to know.


  "Not really," Cade said.


  Aiden sank to his knees and looked up at Cade with mischievous intent. "Nobody comes up here. We're well out of sight…" he brought his hands to Cade fly and started undoing the buttons. Cade couldn't make himself step away, and his body was definitely interested in a little attention; it had been too long since Aiden had touched him like this. But everything was still wrong, and he still had a secret too big to be kept any longer.


  He sank to the ground in frustration, and Aiden seemed disappointed that his target had shifted, but adapted quickly. He threw a leg over so he was straddling Cade's and then leaned forward, his warm lips finding the perfect spot on Cade's neck, the place that always made his troubles disappear from his mind. Aiden's hand tugged at Cade's waistband, working his jeans further down, further open. "I'm sorry you're not having fun, Cade," Aiden murmured. "I'm sorry my mom's being a bitch. I'm sorry you had to go golfing, and I'm sorry you're so bad at it." Cade snorted at that and felt his body starting to relax. "I'm sorry Uncle Warren's being annoying," Aiden added, and Cade tensed again. He wanted to cry, or hide. Instead, he raised reluctant hands to Aiden's sun-kissed shoulders and pushed him gently away.


  "I need to talk to you," Cade said.


  "It wasn't just about the shirt?" Aiden asked. He was still kneeling with his legs on either side of Cade's, his hand was still resting on the waistband of Cade's open jeans, but he wasn't moving, wasn't kissing, and it let Cade's brain do a little work.


  "No. Not just the shirt." Cade needed to do this. He pushed on Aiden's shoulder. "Can you not… can you not look at me for a minute? I need to tell you something."


  "Something that I can't look at you for?"


  Yeah. "I don't want to see your face when you hear it."


  Aiden frowned, and eased off to the side. He didn't turn around, but at least he wasn't taking up Cade's entire field of vision.


  Cade looked at the trees and tried to think of how to begin. "We both took a break between high school and college. You went to Europe."


  "And you worked to save money. I know it's not really fair, Cade."


  "I worked," Cade agreed. He needed to keep the momentum going. "And I tried to save. But neither of my parents had jobs, and they were both drinking up their welfare as soon as it came in. I needed to pay rent, and buy groceries, and I was working for minimum wage. I was barely making ends meet. I wasn't saving a dime."


  "Okay," Aiden said, and for the first time, Cade heard a trace of doubt in his voice.


  He tried to ignore that and pressed on. "So one night I was walking home. We lived in a pretty rough part of town. And I was waiting at a stoplight, and a car pulled up next to me." Cade knew he couldn't stop or he'd never get started again, so he said the next part in a rush. "And he asked me how much, and at first I had no idea what he meant, and then I figured it out and I was just being a smart ass, so I asked what he thought I was worth, and he said he'd give me two hundred bucks." He paused for a breath, and he kept his eyes on the trees, the forest floor, anywhere but Aiden's face. "I really needed two hundred bucks," he said.


  Aiden didn't say anything for a long time, and just when Cade thought he was maybe going to scream, Aiden finally said, "Just the one time?" The hope in his voice was heartbreaking, especially when Cade knew he had to crush it.


  "No." He took a deep, shaky breath. "Lots of times. For about eight months. I quit when I went away to school. I had enough saved to get me through the first year, and after that I got the scholarships lined up, and I worked my ass off at regular jobs over the summer." But that didn't make anything better, didn't erase what he'd done before. "Lots of times," he repeated sadly.


  Aiden let the silence return for quite a while before he said, "When I first met you, I thought maybe you were a virgin. You were so shy about everything. And then we started messing around, and I figured you knew what you were doing." His voice was bitter. "I didn't know you were a fucking pro, Cade! I didn't know you were—" But he stopped himself, jerked his head as if literally biting his tongue, and when he continued his voice was controlled. Too controlled, like he was holding on with all his strength. "How many guys?"


  "I don't know. But I was always careful, and I got tested. It's part of the reason I wanted to wait with you; I wanted to be sure. I'm—" And now it was his turn to stop himself, because he'd been about to say that he was clean, and that was obviously, painfully a lie. He was about as filthy as a person could be. "I'm sorry," he said. "I wish… I don't know what I wish. If I hadn't done it, I never would have made it to Purdue. And if I hadn't gone there, I wouldn't have met you. And if I hadn't met you, none of this would have really mattered." He didn't think Aiden was paying attention to his nonsense, so he cut it back to the most important part. "I'm sorry."


  Aiden rose suddenly to his feet. "I need to think about this," he said, his eyes looking everywhere but at Cade. "I need some space." He frowned and then looked at Cade for the first time in a long while. "Why'd you tell me now? Up here, when we're practically locked in together?"


  "We don't have to be," Cade said reluctantly. "I can change my flight, if you want me to. I'd need a ride to the airport, I guess, but… I understand."


  "You understand? Do you, Cade? Because I sure as hell don't!" Aiden was moving now, pacing around the small space like a caged animal. "How could you do it? Did you get off on it? Like, literally…" he turned to face Cade, "did you come? Was it good sex? That first time with me, when we were making such a mess of things and ended up laughing about it all, were you laughing at me, Cade, because I was such a fucking loser?"


  Cade didn't know where to start, and he didn't know if there was any point in even trying. Would Aiden believe anything he said, anymore? But he wouldn't walk away from any chance to make Aiden understand. "I did it for the money. I didn't enjoy it." And then the harder part. "I came sometimes, just… you know, just from the physical. But it was never good. It was never anything like with you, and I've never laughed at you, and I've never… I mean, it's insane that you think I might think you're a loser. I could never think that. Not ever."


  But Cade had been right; Aiden wasn't hearing him. "I need to go," Aiden said abruptly, and he strode away. Cade could feel the tears building behind his eyes, but he refused to let them fall. He'd made his decisions, made his mistakes; he wasn't a victim, here, and he didn't deserve to cry.


  He needed to move. If he stayed where he was, he was going to fall apart, he was pretty sure. And he couldn't let that happen. If Aiden wanted him gone, Cade needed to go. He needed to do it with as little drama as possible, as little disruption to Aiden's life as he could manage. He pulled himself to his feet and ignored the painful stretch on his calf.


  He'd get packed. It wouldn't take long, but it would be a bit of a distraction, and certainly better than mooning around in the forest going crazy. If there was some crazy, lucky shift and Aiden wanted him to stay, he could always unpack.


  It was harder going downhill than it had been going up and Cade's leg had flared into a burning pain by the time he reached the bottom. That was good: another distraction. He kept his head down, focusing on putting one foot in front of the other, and made it to the back porch of the cottage.


  "Hey! Wait a second!" a male voice called. It wasn't the one Cade wanted to hear, but as he turned to see Warren jogging toward him, he realized that he didn't have to dread this meeting anymore.


  "What?" he asked, with no effort to keep the irritation out of his voice.


  "You told him?" Warren peered at Cade's face and apparently read his answer there. He looked disgusted. "You told him. What the hell did you do that for?"


  "Better me than you."


  "It didn't have to be anybody. Cade, buddy, I was just kidding." Warren shook his head as if he couldn't believe how stupid Cade was. "I wouldn't rat you out! That was going to be our little secret. God, kid, I was just joking around; can't you tell when somebody's joking?" Warren smiled with only a hint of his usual greasiness and edged in a little closer. "What did you tell him, exactly?"


  It took Cade a moment to realize what was going on. "Did I tell him about you, you mean? Now that you know I'm serious, now that you know I'm not going to go along with your disgusting blackmail, now you say you were just joking?" Cade had taken more than enough from this asshole. "I told him everything. I told him you came by every week; I told him you couldn't even get hard unless you were humiliating me or hurting me. I told him you tried to blackmail me into starting up again," and Cade took a step closer before he growled, "and I told him the thought made me want to puke, and that there was no way that I would ever touch a piece of shit like you again. Ever."


  "You told him that? And where is he now? Where's your little Romeo now, after hearing all that?"


  "Right here," Aiden said, stepping out from the corner of the building. "I'm here, and you're leaving."


  "What?" Warren said. Aiden's surprise appearance had finally shaken the man's composure.


  "You need to get the hell away from here and not come back." Aiden's voice was shaking, his emotions barely under control, but he kept going. "If you do that, I'll maybe talk to Cade about keeping this quiet. It'll be his call, if you leave now. But if I have to get my parents to kick you out of their cottage, I will absolutely tell them why, and they'll tell anyone else who needs to know, like your wife and her divorce lawyer." Aiden had been moving while he spoke and he was standing next to Cade now. They still weren't touching, but he was there, and he was saying the right things, even though he'd heard what Cade had said; it was more than Cade had ever hoped for.


  But Warren was getting his cool back. "Your mother already thinks he's a loser. She thinks he's a low-class dirt bag who isn't good enough to lick your feet. And now you're going to tell her he's a whore, too? I don't think so."


  "Don't call him that." Aiden's voice seemed to come from low in his chest.


  "It's what he is, son." Warren looked at Cade and shrugged. "It's what you are, and what you'll always be."


  "Don't talk to him," Aiden growled, and he stepped between Cade and Warren. "Don't look at him, don't think about him."


  Warren smirked. Cade recognized the same empty, pointless instinct for destruction that had made half the boys on the block refuse to ever get in his car, back in Chicago. "That's impossible, son. You should know that. Once you've felt those lips wrapped around your cock, once you've worked your way inside that tight ass—"


  Warren probably had more to say, but Aiden was already moving. He swung hard and fast, and even though Warren had been looking straight at him, even though Warren had to have been expecting it, Aiden's fist connected hard with Warren's jaw. Warren staggered back several steps but kept his feet, and he stared at Aiden with what could only be interpreted as triumph. "I made him gag on my dick, I made him cry from pain and shame, and I will always remember it, and you'll always know I got there first."


  Aiden was moving again, but this time Warren dodged the punch and grappled with the younger, slighter man. They stumbled over the porch steps, rolled to the ground, and somehow ended up at Cade's feet, Aiden on his back, Warren sitting on top of him, his knees pinning Aiden's arms to the ground. Warren's teeth were bloody when he smiled at Cade. "Ask me nicely, and I won't smash his face in. If you beg pretty enough, I won't destroy his sweet—"


  Cade's foot caught Warren right beneath his jaw, the full force of Cade's uninjured leg behind it. Warren rocked backward and Cade stepped around, bore his weight on his strong leg and swung with the other, connecting with Warren's gut. The man toppled to the side, gasping, and Aiden scrambled to his feet and stood beside Cade.


  That was when Aiden's parents ran around the corner of the cottage, drawn by the commotion.


  "What on Earth!" Mrs. St. John shrieked.


  "What's going on?" Mr. St. John was only a little calmer than his wife. "What happened? Aiden, you're bleeding. Warren, Jesus, what happened to you?"


  "Warren needs to leave," Aiden said. He seemed to have regained most of his composure although his voice was still unsteady. "I'll explain later, but for now, please trust me. He needs to go."


  Mrs. St. John stared at her son, and there was an unspoken communication, something that made Cade understand just how close the two were, and how hard it must be for the woman to be delegated to the supporting role after being the star for so long. She nodded, and still looking confused, she spoke firmly, looking more at her son than at her houseguest. "I'm sorry, Warren, but I have to ask you to leave."


  Mr. St. John looked baffled, understandably. "Maybe there's room next door," he suggested.


  "No." Aiden stepped forward, and Cade could only see the back of his head, but even from that angle he looked determined. "He needs to go."


  "Aren't you going to tell them why, Aiden?" Warren asked from the ground, his breath still coming in gasps. "Aren't you going to tell them about—"


  "He doesn't need to," Mrs. St. John interrupted. "Not unless he wants to. Aiden, Cade, come into the kitchen. I'll get some ice for your lip, Aiden." She turned to her husband. "You'll help Warren pack?"


  Everything went smoothly after that. Mrs. St. John shepherded the boys into the kitchen and found stools for both of them. She glanced at the blood stain expanding on the leg of Cade's jeans and shook her head in exasperation. "Aiden, here," she said, pulling a bag of peas out of the freezer and wrapping a dishtowel around it. "For your mouth. Cade, lean back on Aiden and lift your leg up onto this stool."


  Cade wasn't sure about that. Did Aiden want to touch him? The protectiveness had been something, but it was more instinctive than conscious; Aiden was the sort of person who'd help anyone who was being threatened. It didn't mean he'd forgiven Cade, didn't mean he wanted to touch him. But Aiden's hand was on Cade's shoulder, and then wrapping gently around his chest, asking permission for the contact and then easing Cade backward. "I'm sorry," he whispered in Cade's ear. "I'm an asshole, but I love you. All of you, even the parts that make me sad."


  Aiden's mother did an admirable job of pretending not to hear that, and when Cade let himself be rearranged, she pulled his pant leg up and peeled back the bandage. Then she swatted him sharply on the thigh. "You've pulled the stitches out. We need to go back and get it fixed. I'll tell them to use crazy glue this time."


  "Mom—" Aiden started.


  "We'll be having a conversation, Aiden, a long one. But it can wait. For now, let's get Cade patched up. I don't want him bleeding on my new upholstery." She patted Cade's knee as she pulled his pant leg back down, then strode to the door and leaned outside. "David, Tricia, we're having a little crisis here. Nothing huge, but I've got to drive the boys in to the hospital again. And Warren's been called away unexpectedly. Andrew's helping him get packed." She frowned as something occurred to her and quieted her voice to speak to Aiden. "He's not going to attack your father or anything, is he? It's safe for them to be alone?"


  "Yeah, I think so." Aiden said, then pointedly added, "I don't think Dad's his type."


  Mrs. St. John nodded as if the words weren't a total surprise to her and turned back to her guests. "We'd love to have you stay and finish your dessert, and there's more coffee, of course. And hopefully Andrew will be down shortly. But do you mind terribly if I abandon you?"


  "Is there anything we can do to help?"


  "Oh, no, it's fine. Just some stitches come loose. Boys will be boys, I suppose." She still had her professional smile on as she turned back to face the room, but it changed into something different, something that seemed almost tender as she looked in Cade's direction. It honestly seemed as if the threat from another source had made her take Cade under her protective wing, and he was finding that it was pretty damned cozy in there. "Ready?" she asked.


  He hopped obediently to his feet, then winced and let himself sag against Aiden. He was back to feeling his pulse in the injury, a throb of pain with each beat of his heart.


  "You're okay?" Aiden asked.


  "Yeah, you?"


  "Yeah. We're both okay," Aiden said, and he took the chance to press a quick kiss to the side of Cade's head before starting them toward the car. "We're good."


  "Get him to the edge of the driveway and I'll bring the car around," Mrs. St. John said, and strode off toward the parking area.


  "I'm really, really sorry about all this, Aiden." The words weren't enough, but Cade offered them because he had nothing else.


  "It's not your fault, Cade. I'm sorry if I made you feel… If I made you feel like you're anything but perfect."


  Cade wanted to let himself bask in the words, but he wasn't that delusional. He snorted, instead, and said, "I'm so far from perfect." And then, because it really felt like maybe things were going to be okay he let himself add, "For one thing, I'm bleeding all over your kitchen."


  "Shit," Aiden said, and he looked around as if hoping a solution would appear. "Okay, there's towels on the deck. I'll grab a couple on the way by. And we'll leave the blood on the floor—my dad likes to clean when he's stressed, so it's helping him out, really."


  "I'm a bit of a mess, Aiden," Cade said, but Aiden just shook his head.


  "Messy's just part of life, right?" Aiden looked serious. "I still need some time to think about all this, and I'll probably want to talk about it some more, and I can't absolutely guarantee that I won't freak out at some point. But I love you. I want to be with you, no matter what."


  Cade let himself exhale a breath he hadn't even known he'd been holding, and he leaned against Aiden as they made their way out to the driveway. Aiden's mother was waiting there, and Aiden pulled the back door of the big Mercedes open and helped Cade inside. Aiden eased in after him and told his mother, "I'm going to ride back here with Cade."


  "I know," she said, and she eased the car away from the cottage.


  THE END
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  Travis grinned at the incongruous sight of Aaron made up as a Renaissance angel for the photo shoot. Anyone who knew the bass player as well as he did would be aware of the disconnect between his cherubic appearance and the unholy thoughts that were doubtless running through his mind…


  ~ Trinity
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  INCONGRUENT ANGEL


  by Cherie Noel


  CHAPTER 1


  Travis learned to play guitar to be close to Aaron. He learned to play better than anyone else on the fucking planet, because the one thing Aaron never screwed around about was his music. Hair color changed from blond to jet black to fire-engine red on a whim, he changed cars like some folks changed their jackets, a different one for Fall, Winter, and Spring and none at all for Summer. In the summer Aaron drove his Harley to and from their practice studio and fucked hot young things across its soft leather seats whenever and, more frighteningly, wherever the whim struck him. Travis made sure the cars all had seasonally appropriate tires, wipers, and emergency kits. In the summer he just spent a lot of time praying to whatever god he thought might be listening at any given moment and made sure the saddle bags always had lots of lube, condoms, and pre-printed statements for the Hot Young Things (HYTs) to sign. The statements all said that they acknowledged Aaron had asked their age and they had shown him proof they were legal.


  It had only taken one summer in the band and a near miss with what could have become a very ugly statutory story for Travis to realize that once the Harley came out of storage for June, July, August, and sometimes September, Aaron's brains parked themselves very prettily in the front of his tight leather riding pants. Travis refused to rely on dumb luck to keep Aaron out of jail. Aaron was too damn pretty for prison, and Travis was too damn ornery to let him accidentally land himself there. Thus the pre-printed forms were created and cleverly packed on top of the lube and condoms. Aaron had no desire to catch anything other than a Frisbee or an occasional Rainbow Trout, and yes, Travis really did mean the fish—so he always remembered the condoms, and having to move the "I'm-not-jailbait" waivers to get to the condoms reminded Aaron to get them signed.


  Travis gnawed his heart out every time the Harley rolled out of his sight. He filleted the poor blood pump in his chest every time the saddle bags came back to the warehouse living space he and Aaron shared depleted of both waivers and condoms. He cooked and ate his pride, swallowing it right down every time he refilled those god-dammed buckle-fronted bags, but would rather do so every single time than take the chance Aaron would reach for a condom and, finding the bag empty, bang whomever was slung across the back of his bike without anything to ease his way or protect him. Better Travis swallow his pride than Aaron come home with some disease, attend a shot-gun service, or spend 10-20 reflecting on the error of his ways in the cool gray environs of Uncle Sam's Quality Arms.


  The morning of the photo shoot—for their fifth recording project in less than three years—Travis woke up late, with the start of a migraine, and forgot to pack the bags. Things might have gone on the same between him and Aaron indefinitely, with him scouring the already much-abused blood-pump he called his heart against the serrated rock of Aaron's seemingly blind indifference, but the headache and muzzy-headedness he occasionally awoke with coincided—on this particular day—with the first day of the month of June. The Harley was already rolling out of the garage-cum-living room when Travis staggered out of bed toward the coffee pot, and two-thirds of the day passed before he even remembered that he hadn't packed the bag with the usual supplies.


  The record label wanted each of them photographed separately this time, and then their artist was going to use all four band member's pictures, one of each of them. One for the cover of the compact disc case, one for the inside cover, one on the cd itself, and one on the back cover. They'd all been assigned certain days to show up for their personal shoot, and then there would be a group shot as well. Travis had no clue what the plan was for the group picture, and to be honest he didn't give a flying fuck at the moment.


  What he did care about was a short list. He really had no business driving, and he needed to get to Aaron as quickly as he could to keep the reckless bastard from getting himself dead or in jail. He drank another cup of coffee and snagged his migraine meds from the bathroom. He'd take the meds as soon as he got to the photographer's studio, and Aaron could just drive him back. Nodding to himself, Travis jumped in Aaron's fastest car and peeled rubber off the tires getting the candy-apple red Miata out the big roll-up door of the warehouse.


  Shit.


  That would still be stinking up the living quarters sometime next week, unless he missed his guess. Travis pushed that concern to a back burner in his head and concentrated on getting to the other side of town as quickly as possible without getting a ticket or getting himself killed. What should have been a twenty-minute drive came in at around seventeen, not miraculously shorter, but still quicker than strictly allowed by the law, even though he caught every light between the warehouse and the photo studio just as it was changing from yellow to red.


  Travis saved his rebel-with–a-cause celebration for a day when his head wasn't killing him going into the party. He parked the car in the closest parking garage he could find to the photographer's studio and winced his way out into the sunlight. He'd never get a shot at Aaron…the guy considered him some sort of holy relic left over from the days before Timothy had died.


  Jesus. Timothy. Travis still felt his breath catch in his chest when he let thoughts of his brother creep into his waking mind. He forced himself to relax, sucking the humid late-afternoon air of another Bay Area summer into his cramping lungs. Their mother had been big into "T" names, and Travis still had four other siblings to prove it. Teresa, Taylor, Tristan, and Tyrone were all older than him. Timothy had been the eldest, and he'd died after getting stung by a bee. No one had even known he was allergic to bees.


  Timothy and Aaron were best friends their whole lives, and they'd started the band together. Timothy died one day after they signed their very first record contract. Travis shook his head. Thinking about all that shit didn't do any good right now, and the stress of it was amping the pain behind his right eye back up to the level it had been at before he took the Imitrex. He pulled his ball cap lower toward his shades and lengthened his stride toward the cool blue coloring of the design on the door of the building he was aiming for. Slipping in through the glass doors, Travis made his way to the receptionist.


  What the hell was her name—Lindy, Mindy, Cindy—Sandy. Her name was Sandy. Travis eased the ball cap from his head and gave his best sheepish grin. "Sorry about the sunglasses, Sandy. Got another migraine."


  Travis had found over the last three years that people in positions like Sandy's generally reacted very favorably when you remembered their names, showed at least a modicum of politeness, and offered up some vulnerable bit of pseudo-personal information as if they were at least a casual friend of yours. Sandy proved his point by smiling prettily and pointing one manicured nail toward the hallway to the right of her desk. "They're just down this hall, sir, in the big studio at the end. I'm sure Mr. Wasserstein won't mind if you watch the shoot from the rear."


  She was wrong on that count, but Travis would make sure she either didn't lose her job or got a better one either with the record company or with one of his siblings. She shouldn't be penalized because he'd learned flattery and manipulation at the knee of a master. Timothy had taught Travis every trick he knew on that front.


  Travis stopped on his way toward the door she'd indicated and snagged a cup of water from the chilled dispenser located at the far corner of the lobby. His head was really starting to kill, so he popped the max dosage of Imitrex. Waiting in the cool half-light of the hallway for about fifteen minutes eased his head enough to chance the lights behind the door to the "big studio." He dropped his sunglasses back down from the top of his head quietly, pressed the door open enough to slide his body through, and slipped into a dream.


  Aaron rested one lean hip against a faux Grecian pillar, wide white wings seeming to spring naturally from his strongly muscled back. His eyes were done up in heavy black guy-liner, he had a golden circlet restraining his currently auburn and black shoulder-length tresses, and a bit of gauzy white cloth was tied haphazardly over one shoulder. The bit of cloth fell to the upper mid-thigh region of Aaron's well-muscled legs. A golden belt made of some braided fiber cinched the outfit low around the bass player's hips, and one of the photographer's assistants was helpfully spritzing water onto the already thin material. The fabric clung to Aaron's chest and the tops of his thighs. The outline of his cock was clear where it lay quiescent along his thigh, nearly peeking out from under the short and skimpy outfit.


  Aaron's head was tipped down, his hands placed together in an attitude of prayer, and a fan turned on him, causing his hair to blow sexily across the lower half of his face. Wasserstein called out for him to hold his head still but look up. With the tips of his fingers just touching his lips, Aaron looked up. His gaze locked on Wasserstein. The photographer called out several emotions he wanted Aaron to portray. Travis couldn't see any discernible change in the expression on the bass player's face. Then Aaron's gaze shifted beyond Wasserstein, and Travis found himself caught in the hot amber gaze that no contact could recreate. The corner of Aaron's mouth tilted up, and his eyelids dropped down over those burning orbs a fraction. The whole room crackled with suppressed sex. Travis turned to see who had come in behind him, but the area between him and the door was empty.


  Aaron had to be fucking with him.


  He turned back to the front of the room, a grin of disbelief stretching his mouth wide. Aaron dressed as a Renaissance angel? Wrapping his mind around that incongruous sight was more than Travis was capable of right then. Between the migraine meds starting to kick in and the stuck-on-stupid feeling his headaches always left him with, it was no wonder. Hell, anyone who knew Aaron well would laugh themselves sick over the disconnect between his current cherubic appearance and the unholy thoughts doubtless running through his head. Travis glanced up, his eyes locking on Aaron. The absolute stillness of the room nudged its way into his consciousness, and he froze. Aaron was staring intently at Wasserstein, and the photographer's thick neck was turning red.


  Crap.


  The last time Travis had seen the man's neck turn that shade—


  The photographer's head turned, and his intense gaze locked on Travis.


  "What the hell are you doing in my shoot? Who gave you permission to be here?"


  Wasserstein swung around and took two rapid strides toward Travis, his long, thick legs eating up the space between them faster than Travis thought should be possible. The burly artist fell into an attitude of rest like an avalanche which had filled a ravine and stopped just short of eradicating the entire village on the other side.


  Travis shook his head. The meds were making him loopy. He really needed something that could just take the pain away without making him stupider than the headaches did.


  "I said, what are you doing—"


  Aaron interrupted, "For fuck's sake, Carl, lay off. You know damn well Travis is Liquid Sin's shit-hot guitar player. Plus, we live together."


  Carl's head whipped around. Travis's did as well. The way Aaron had caressed that last sentence was—fucking hot. Aaron's gaze burned a line up Travis's legs, hovered like a warm fist pumping up and down the length of his cock, and then slid smooth as silk up to his eyes with only the briefest of hesitations on Travis's lips.


  Wasserstein's voice came from somewhere far away. "Stay. Richard—get a chair for him and set it here."


  The photographer pointed a thick finger imperiously at the floor right next to the tripod his camera rested on. His assistant scurried over with a chair. Travis felt a bit like a shit-heel, considering the guy rushing to bring him a chair was at least four inches shorter than him and so slim he looked as though a stiff breeze would knock him ass over curly brown locks. He stepped forward. "Let me help."


  The assistant darted a nervous glance upward. The pink tip of his tongue swiped across his bottom lip. He gave a half smile, extending his arms toward Travis.


  "Christ, Travis, let the poor fucker do his job before Wasserstein blows a gasket and fires him."


  Travis jerked to a stop. Aaron's tone struck across his skin like the flail of a thousand tiny whips, pinpricks of acid seeping down into him bone deep. Aaron's eyes were narrowed slits, his nostrils flared. Wasserstein grunted, and the shutter of his camera began to click furiously. Travis drowned for a moment in the red wash of anger that filled him from the soles of his feet up. When had Aaron become such a dick? The weight of every thoughtless thing Aaron had subjected him to over the last three—no, scratch that, over the last five years, ever since Timothy's death—broke over him in a wave. Fuck this; he was so out of there. He took a step toward the door.


  Wasserstein jerked upright to glare at him. "Where do you think you are going?"


  Travis rounded on him, baring his teeth and damn near growling. "Home. To pack. And then to a hotel."


  A choked-off noise from the front of the room drew Wasserstein's attention, and then there was just the clicking of the camera and the softly hushed sound of the studio's door shushing closed behind Travis. He was done with this.


  CHAPTER 2


  Aaron watched Travis storm out the doors of the studio. Something hot and vicious sprang to life in his stomach, wrestling with itself while swallowing down all his strength. He pushed back into the pillar he leaned against hard enough to feel the rough edges of the thing dig into his hip and side. The familiar bite of pain steadied him enough to keep his legs from folding under him. His eyes remained locked on the doors Travis was on the other side of, the wrong side of, getting farther away with every second. Aaron's ears filled with a static hiss. Tearing his gaze from the door, he turned an imploring look on Wasserstein.


  Click.


  Click.


  Click.


  Wasserstein grunted again, the sound filled with the thickly satiated tone the man got when the camera, the subject, and the light all agreed to let him have his way. Well, that's the way he'd explained it to Aaron once. Pushing his hands into the small of his back, he leaned away from the camera and slowly unfolded his body from the contortionist's pose he'd adopted to gather his shots. "Go. I'll need him tomorrow. I want him here at eight o'clock sharp. That's in the morning, Aaron, not the evening."


  Aaron ran to the dressing room and slung himself into the paper-thin low-rise jeans he'd worn today in lieu of his normal leather riding pants, because it was just too much hassle to climb in and out of the leather when the air dripped with humidity like today. He'd learned at his first photo shoot with Wasserstein that he'd be climbing in and out of his pants all day. Not that it mattered right now. He scooped up the rest of his things and raced back out the door with his shirt still clutched in one hand. The sting of his bare feet slapping against the rough concrete at the edge of the sidewalk reminded him that he hadn't put either his socks or shoes on before rushing down the hallway and through the lobby past the very astonished-looking receptionist. He spun around and headed back into the building, figuring he'd use one of the benches in the lobby to put his black socks and crimson Dock Marten's on. Balancing himself on the seat of his Harley while attempting to lace up his boots equated to a flawless recipe for disaster. Aaron did not have time for even one more thing to go wrong. He had to get home before Travis could pack his stuff. It—fuck, just fuck. Travis was his last link to Timothy, and he just couldn't lose Travis too.


  He just couldn't.


  Timothy had been his best pal, his first crush, his solid rock. When he came out to his own folks and they left him twisting in the wind, Timothy had smacked him on the shoulder with one long-fingered hand, nodding like he'd just made an agreement with the head of the UN.


  "Mom and Dad still have the bunks from before I got promoted to eldest-son-gets-his-own-space status. Should only take an hour or two to get the room set up for us both."


  And that had been that. Aaron had moved in with the Morris family, and no one had said a peep. He was pretty sure Mr. Morris had called his dad…but no one made a fuss. They just all took their cue from Timothy, and Aaron slid into the family home like a much-beloved foster son. He lived there for the last six months of high school.


  He'd nearly had a fight on his hands at dinner the night of graduation. When he announced he wasn't going to college but taking a job, moving into a little studio apartment, and trying to start a band, the whole family broke into an uproar. Everyone except Timothy shouted out, clamoring about how he was throwing his life away and that he needed a good education first. Timothy locked those clear hazel eyes on his face for a few seconds, and then spoke up in his easy baritone.


  "I reckon if Aaron thinks he can make it as a rock star he's likely right. I've never heard better lyrics, nor a smoother tenor. Don't get upset though, Mom, Dad. He's not gonna be all on his own. I'm going to room with him, and we'll both take music and business classes part time at City College so we'll be able to judge the contracts we get offered."


  And then Timothy smiled his lazy, all-is-right-with-the-world smile that always lit up whatever room he was in, and everything just settled. An old warehouse selling for a song became available, and Mr. Morris co-signed to secure a loan for it. He loaned equipment from his construction company, and Timothy always promised him to return it in the same shape it went out in. When the complicated stuff needed someone skilled beyond the beginner's level in wiring or plumbing, Timothy quietly called his pop, and Mr. Morris just as quietly sent one of his guys around.


  The whole thing was a goddamned fairytale.


  The place got fixed up enough during the first summer to make it habitable, and Mr. Morris gave Timothy and Aaron both jobs at higher salaries than they were worth as absolute beginners. By winter they had enough saved to concentrate on the band exclusively for a few months. A brilliant drummer fell into the band's lap, literally, and a crazy-talented horn player rounded out the sound. Hey, presto, a little demo tape got made. They shopped it around a little and by spring were starting to get gigs. That summer they mostly worked as much as they could but were playing regularly at two local clubs. Six months passed with them working their asses off and playing every time someone gave them the chance even if they had to drive straight from work, play the gig, go home to grab an hour or two of sleep, and then get up to do the same thing all over again. Within two years they had attracted the interest of some local music reviewers who, unbeknownst to any of the band but Timothy, were very well connected. They invited some friends from a mid-sized label to come to one of a few shows, and the friends chose a night a few months later where the band was simply on fire.


  The next afternoon a call came from the record execs. They wanted to meet with the band the very next week to discuss a potential contract. Aaron wandered around in a daze for the whole seven days in between, and Timothy laughed at him more times than could be counted.


  The contracts were signed on a Friday. Saturday, Aaron convinced Timothy to go out to a park with him, soak up some rays as a sort of celebration. Timothy wanted to stay in and watch a showing of Casablanca. Dude was crazy about the actress in it. Said she was the most beautiful woman ever to walk the earth. He did what Aaron wanted that day, like he always did. That was the day Timothy died.


  A bee did it. A little thing no larger than Aaron's thumb stung Timothy as he lay on the green, green grass at the botanical gardens. At first Aaron laughed. Timothy jumped up, screaming shrilly that he'd been stung and OMG did it ever hurt and…then his eyes got funny, and he started grabbing at his throat, and—


  Aaron couldn't lose the only piece of Timothy he had left. He swung his now-shoed foot over the back of his bike, fired up the engine, and hauled ass back to the warehouse. He could only hope that Travis hadn't left before he got there. Car horns blared stridently at him as he wove in and out of traffic, white-line riding more often than not. Christ. Timothy would kick his ass for pulling a stunt like this, if he were around to do so.


  Only when he got to the warehouse, Travis wasn't there. The Miata's gleaming cherry-red enticement was glaringly absent, lending an unexpected emptiness to the garage. The second the loading dock doors he and Timothy had wisely kept rolled up high enough to drive his bike in, Aaron realized just how Travis got to the photo shoot. The mental image of Travis's hands resting on the steering wheel in a casual manner served up a clearly highlighted snapshot of the easy and elegant strength of Travis's lean hands. Aaron shivered as the picture flashed into his brain and his cock hardened for the second time in a few short hours to thoughts of Travis. He shook off the reaction to imagining Travis's hands caressing the steering wheel of his car to park the bike next to his black Grand Cherokee Laredo. Tearing up the four broad concrete steps separating the sunken parking area from their living room, he stumbled over the jagged groove in the second to last step. Christ, he really needed to get off his ass and mix up a small batch of concrete to patch that. Later. He'd do it later.


  The house phone rang, and he realized he'd left his cell at the studio. The insistent sound shrilled out again, and he caught the handset up on the sixth ring, just before it switched over into voicemail.


  "Aaron here."


  Mr. Morris's deep rumble sounded over the line. "Aaron. Are you sitting down, son?"


  Aaron's knees turned to water, causing him to drop abruptly to the floor. He meant to prop his ass on one of the hip wine-red barstools he'd picked out with Travis after the younger man moved into the warehouse, but the tone of Mr. Morris's voice sucked all the strength from his calves and thighs before he could move the small distance to do so, and he dropped where he stood.


  "Who?" Aaron's voice shook. He fought the iron band around his chest to draw in a breath. Mr. Morris's voice came to him down a long tunnel echoing with other noises.


  "Travis. He's at General, and don't you dare get on your damned bike. Taylor will be there in five minutes to get you. You wait for him. Do you hear me, Aaron? You wait for him. We should have some kind of news by the time you get here, or shortly after. You wait for Taylor, damn it."


  Aaron grunted something vaguely affirmative as soon as he recalled Mr. Morris couldn't possibly see when he nodded his head. The phone buzzed with expectant silence, and then there was a muffled "—shit—" before the dial tone cut out. Aaron sat where he was, the summer sun beating down through the skylights, the sounds of the cicadas on the damn bamboo tree in Travis's room loud in the vastness of the empty space. He sat, rocking, phone clutched against his chest. Taylor used the spare key to get in when Aaron failed to answer the door and wrestled Aaron into the old Bronco he drove with a minimum of fuss. Aaron sat where Taylor put him and clenched his jaw to keep from screaming at the other man to hurry. Taylor tried once to reassure Aaron that everything would be fine. Aaron told him to shut the fuck up, and after that neither of them spoke a single word the entire rest of the way to the hospital.


  CHAPTER 3


  The pavement closest to the doors leading into San Francisco General's ER sported a largish wet spot and smelled of piss. Aaron growled at the dude twitching, mumbling, and blocking his access to the lobby. The guy scratched at his arms, moving slowly to one side as he scoped both Taylor and Aaron out.


  "Don't even think about it, freak," Aaron growled.


  Taylor shot him a disbelieving look, waved him forward, and then stepped to the side to pull the little silver card case he always carried out of his pants pocket. He plucked a card out of the receptacle, handing it to the dude with a few murmured words. Aaron stood, waiting in a pillar of flaming anxiety. He really didn't give a shit if the guy shot or smoked up one time too many, he just wanted the fucker out of his way and Taylor to be done dispensing his little rectangles of hope so he could go find out how bad it was.


  If he killed another Morris he…shit.


  He was pretty sure his heart would just stop beating of its own volition. A familiar feminine voice raised in the hot tones of anger cut across his thoughts. It sounded like Teresa, but she should be home on bed rest.


  "Well, damn it, if I have this baby early, I'm already in a hospital, aren't I?"


  Oh, hell. That deceptively sweet and snarky alto was unmistakable. Travis's sister could cut a man at fifty paces with her wit, and—Aaron swiveled his head in the direction of her voice—from the look of things, her poor husband was getting it with both barrels.


  He strode toward them. "Jim, Teresa. What's going on?"


  Teresa spun toward him, overbalanced, and then caught her husband's arm to steady herself. Her eyes welled up with tears. She swiped furiously at them, her face hidden for a moment behind the rapid, jerky motions of her hands. Aaron's heart pounded against the inside of his chest with pain-filled thumps. He held his breath. For fuck's sake, couldn't the woman talk and cry at the same time? God knows she multitasked in every other aspect of her life.


  "Damned hormones have me all off kilter. Mom called and he's okay, Aaron, he's okay. Just shaken up and bruised. Looks like he's been in a fight, black eye and scrapes…they're keeping him for observation. Something about him losing consciousness for a little while."


  Aaron watched Teresa's mouth moving, but after the last sentence, the words simply stopped making sense. The air around him was thick with too many smells, the stench of unwashed bodies, vomit and shit fighting for preeminence with the sharp bite of antiseptics and industrial-strength floor cleanser. He pushed past an arguing couple to drop heavily into an empty seat. Bending forward, he rested his hands on the tops of his boots and pressed his face into his knees. The room felt empty of air. No matter how hard he tried, his lungs wouldn't expand enough. He wondered dizzily if passing out would get him into the back where he could find Travis.


  "Aaron? Dammit Jim, just help me down."


  A heartfelt groan and some very inventive cursing happened, and then Teresa was kneeling on the dirty floor in front of him, her hands cradling his face.


  "Oh, baby, no. It's not like Timothy."


  Aaron realized he was rocking back and forth, whispering Timothy and Travis's names over and over. He gasped for air, one hand clutching at his throat. The black spots in his vision got bigger and closer together.


  "Jim, you'd better go get someone. I think he's having a panic attack. I'll be fine, Taylor's right outside trying to save another junkie, and—just go. It's sweet, but we don't have time right now."


  Jim's practical work shoes retreated into the distance. Teresa turned her face back toward his. She was still a little teary looking, and smudges of mascara ringed her eyes.


  "Listen here, Mr. Pooh-bear, you are not going to lose your pal Piglet today. Do you hear me? Christopher Robin is counting on you to take care of him. It's a commitment."


  Her hands slipped from his face to his shoulders, shaking him lightly. Aaron gazed at her, slack-jawed. He and Timothy played that game a thousand times when they were kids, but no one else had known.


  "How?"


  Teresa smiled. "I was a nosy little sister. How else?"


  Jim's shoes came back, and a brisk little woman rolled a blood pressure machine up next to Aaron. He shook with an all-over body shudder like he was coming out of the water trying to free his skin and hair of excess water.


  "I—I'm fine."


  She wrapped the cuff around his arm anyway. Aaron glared at the little East Indian woman but held still. She smiled widely at him as the cuff started to inflate. "I love your band, Mr. Banks. I've been to three of your concerts now. My friends will never believe that I got to touch you."


  Teresa made a disgusted noise, somewhere between a growl and the sound of retching. The woman's light-brown skin glowed with a rosy tide of embarrassment. The machine beeped.


  "Um, your blood pressure's a little high, you heart rate is elevated, and your oxygen level is a little low. I'm going to go get some oxygen and a wheelchair and we'll get you right in to see someone, okay?"


  Aaron looked around at all the people waiting in the crowded room. He caught Teresa's eye and shook his head minutely. Jim stepped forward.


  "I'll keep an eye on him, ma'am, and if he starts to get worse again well bring him right to the triage window, okay?"


  The star-struck nurse hesitated for a moment. Aaron cleared his throat. Gesturing with one hand, he indicated the rest of the waiting room. "I—I just couldn't jump in front of all these people. They've been here much longer, and I'm not really here to be seen. I just—"


  Teresa's voice piped up. "My brother Travis—his guitar player from Liquid Sin—just got brought here. Travis and Aaron are close, and he can't help being worried about him. Aaron's really a part of the family, and I'm afraid this is all too much like the day we lost my eldest brother Timothy to an allergic reaction."


  The woman hung on Teresa's every word. Nodding her head, she finished stowing away the cords of her blood pressure machine. "Oh, that's understandable then. Well, you just let me know if you need anything."


  Jim nodded, his dark hair sliding across one eye. "Thanks."


  Jim cast a wry smile in Aaron's direction as he eased Teresa to her feet. He dusted off the seat next to Aaron and gently pushed his wife down into it before lowering his long, lanky form into the one on the other side of her. Taylor wandered in at that point, his face pinched up in the way it always did when he focused on one of his rescue missions: lips pressed into a thin line, eyes tight where the corner of the lid met the edge of his temple. Timothy had worn the same expression more than once, when he thought no one was watching. Travis had it on his face every single time Aaron saw him packing the Harley's saddle bags.


  He sucked in a sharp breath.


  Oh.


  Oh, fuck.


  Aaron shot to his feet. Ignoring Teresa's calls for him to stop and shaking off Taylor's hand on his arm, he strode rapidly over to the triage window where the star-struck little nurse waited. He needed to see Travis right fucking now.


  "Hey. Do you think I could go back and see my…see Travis?"


  The nurse hesitated.


  "Listen, I'll throw in a pack of tickets to our next show complete with backstage passes."


  Aaron rarely used his new status to manipulate people like this. It sat in his stomach like a bad burrito, but he just didn't care. He had to look into Travis's eyes. He'd know what this burning in the pit of his stomach meant if he could just see the other man's face, touch his hand, and ask why.


  The nurse darted a quick look around, and then pressed a button at the side of her workstation to buzz him into the back. "He's in room four, Mr. Banks. I—you don't have to give me tickets. Maybe, after you see your friend, you could sign an autograph for me?"


  Aaron stopped with his hand holding the door to the treatment area slightly ajar. "Sure thing, Ms…?"


  The nurse gave a shy smile. "Priyanka. Priyanka Celoyny."


  Aaron gave Ms. Celoyny a tight smile and nodded in assurance. He made a mental note to make sure his manager put the little nurse on the list for every single concert they did in the greater Bay Area. And he personally would ensure she was provided with backstage passes every time. He stepped through the door, allowing it to clunk closed behind him. Room four was at the end of the short hallway on the right. Mr. Morris stood just outside the door talking to a man wearing a long white lab coat. He glanced up and caught Aaron's gaze, pausing in his debate/discussion with the doctor. Then something in the room behind him caught his attention momentarily, and he held up a finger, clearly asking the doctor to pause in his litany of Travis's injuries.


  Aaron's heart stuttered in his chest. Mr. Morris's eyes locked on his face. The doctor swung his head around. Taking in Aaron's presence for the first time, his mouth pinched down into a prissy line. Mr. Morris nodded toward the room behind him, and Aaron shook off his momentary paralysis to stride forward. As Aaron reached the pair outside the room, the doctor raked him with a hot head-to-toe-and-back-again glance. Aaron registered the doctor's high marks on the hotness factor scale—even with the prissy mannerisms he rated near the top. Twelve months—shit, twelve hours ago—Aaron would have made a mission of spreading all that fussy hotness out across the back of his Harley and fucking both the doctor and himself into sweaty incoherence. Hell, six hours ago he might still have been stupid or blind enough to do it. Before Travis came to the studio and caught him with those clear eyes and ripped open the badly healed edges of the festering wound Timothy's death had left on his heart, Aaron might have been able to still lie to himself.


  Something of the thoughts flying through his head must have shown on his face, for Mr. Morris's brows lowered and the doctor's face lit with partially suppressed anticipation. Aaron's gut clenched as a grunt of pain echoed out into the hallway. All thoughts of what might have been sloughed away in that moment. Mr. Morris's face cleared of its storm clouds, and the doctor's mouth tightened. Disappointment and frustration colored his mien with the pale shades of bitterness.


  In the corner of his eye, Aaron saw the doctor raise a hand to block his way. "Hospital policy—"


  Mr. Morris's voice cut across in hard, sure tones. "—allows for a fiancé to count as family."


  Aaron's gaze flashed to meet Mr. Morris's. Did Mr. M. really just say what he thought he said? His heart slammed against his ribs like a too-heavy down beat.


  Mr. M. jerked his head toward the open door. "Get in there, son. He needs you."


  As Aaron passed through the doorway, he stumbled. A shiver shook its way up his spine, carrying the unbelievable words Mr. Morris just spoke to the doctor, depositing them with a fanfare that lit the inside of his head brighter than any fourth-of-July fireworks display.


  Fiancé.


  Family.


  Holy shit. .


  The smell of antiseptic lay thick in the room. Travis lay on a gurney at the center of the room, bruised, battered, and—Aaron put out a shaky hand, catching himself on the edge of the counter nearest him—alive.


  "A-Aaron."


  Aaron sucked in a harsh breath. He opened his mouth to tell Travis he was sorry, to ask why he'd run, to ask if he was okay.


  "You stupid little shit. You know better than to drive on your migraine meds."


  Travis flinched. His already pale face grew a shade paler before a tide of red swept up from his chest, across his throat, and washed against his high cheekbones. "Fuck you, Aaron."


  Aaron smirked at him. "Later, honey. I'm pretty sure your dad's expecting me to at least put an engagement ring on your finger first."


  Travis gaped at him, and then his glorious hazel eyes lit from within. An answering fire burned in Aaron's gut. Pushing past the nurse who was far more interested in their by-play than in removing the I.V. from Travis's arm, Aaron leaned down, brushing his lips carefully against Travis's mouth. Pulling back a fraction of an inch, he slowly moved his mouth until it hovered right above Travis's ear and breathed his next words low enough that only Travis could hear.


  "The doc didn't want me in here, so your dad told him I'm your fiancé. That was pretty clever of him, huh?"


  He pulled back, a grin stretching his lips wide over his teeth. Travis closed his mouth. All the sparkle drained from his eyes as he nodded. Aaron's gut clenched again.


  "Yeah. Dad's real good at thinking on his feet." Travis's voice sounded hollow.


  Aaron raked his eyes over the younger man. "You were driving on your meds, weren't you?"


  Travis looked down, his chin moving down as he dipped his head forward in an infinitesimal gesture of affirmation. Aaron bit down on the desire to hit something.


  "We're going to talk about that when we get home."


  Travis shrugged. He closed his eyes, turning his head away from Aaron. "They want to keep me for observation."


  Aaron's heart started up the crazy south-of-the-border rhythm he hadn't felt since the day Timothy died. "Why?"


  Travis ignored his question. "Can you get the nurse? My head hurts really bad again."


  The mariachi playing in Aaron's chest sped up. "Travis—"


  Travis turned his head back toward Aaron. His opening eyes revealed a vast well of pain in their depths that pulled the air from Aaron's lungs. "Please, Aaron. Get the nurse."


  Aaron stumbled back. The memory of Teresa saying something about Travis being kept for observation floated to the front of Aaron's mind. Travis had blacked out. Right. Okay. And his head hurt now. Right.


  "Yeah. Yeah, T, right away."


  Aaron stopped in the doorway. They had call-thingies in the rooms, didn't they? Casting his gaze around, he spotted a red button on the wall. He figured it would bring someone, and there was no way he was leaving Travis anytime soon. He pushed the button, breathing a sigh of relief when it didn't set off an alarm of some sort.


  "They should be here soon, T. Real soon. And I'll stay with you 'til you can come home. Promise."


  Travis didn't answer verbally, but he gave a little half wave with the hand resting on his hip without opening his eyes again. Aaron dimmed the lights in the room and pulled the only chair close to the bed. Then he settled in to wait.


  CHAPTER 4


  Four hours later, when Travis woke from an uneasy doze to the jostling of the orderly unlocking the wheels of his gurney, Aaron was still there. The excruciating jarring of the corner of the bed smacking into the doorframe would have set his head to pounding again, even without adding in the outraged bellow from Aaron. Travis winced and clutched at his head. The poor orderly ducked his flushed face. His slender shoulders crept up toward his ears as Travis watched. Aaron's volume rose. The kid bit his lip, his face angled just enough for Travis to see the bitter resignation in his expression.


  "Please shut the fuck up, Aaron. You're killing my head."


  Aaron thankfully shut his yap, and the dude wheeling Travis up to his room didn't hit anything else. Probably because Aaron promised him backstage passes to the next four Bay Area gigs if he managed it and a lawsuit if he didn't. Travis wished his head wasn't stuffed full of cotton wool and railroad spikes, because Aaron never threw around his star status like that, and even though Travis knew it meant something, right now he doubted he could find his ass with both hands and a road map, much less find the hidden meaning behind Aaron's actions.


  He just stopped trying to figure out the whys of everything and let Aaron take care of things for a change. Easing his eyes shut again blocked out the bright white shards of light from overhead. The low rumble of Aaron's voice sounded once more, and then the bed stopped for a moment. Aaron's big warm hand pulled Travis's arm from across his eyes, replacing it with a cool damp cloth.


  "This is what Timothy used to do when you got migraines, isn't it? No, shh. Don't answer that. I know it's what he did. I watched him often enough. Just. Shit, T, don't pull a stunt like this again. I don't think my heart can take the strain. I can't afford to lose more family, man."


  Aaron's fingers smoothed around the edges of the cloth, and then there was a bump.


  "Elevator. We'll be in your room soon."


  A shadow fell across Travis's face, blocking more of the stabbing little points of light. Another bump, the shadow moved away, and then they were rolling again.


  "Hold on just another sec, T, and we'll be in your room. We can turn off all the lights then."


  The orderly's voice piped up, a clear, soft tenor that made Travis's ears perk up. "Here's the chart, Nessa. Margie said to call her when we got here."


  Travis tugged on Aaron's arm. Aaron's shadow fell over him again. His voice came from a whisper away.


  "Whatcha need, T?"


  A soft puff of air accompanied the words. Fine hairs along his temple stirred, and Travis shivered. "Find out if he sings, Aaron. If that voice sounds half as sweet wrapped around a tune—"


  The bed moved again, and Travis felt his face flood with heat. Shit. The kid had been right next to him when he said that. Aaron's rough-tipped fingers stroked over the back of his hand, and when he spoke, Travis could hear the warm smile in his voice.


  "Yeah, T. Will do."


  Shit.


  Travis knew that tone. Aaron was already picturing the kid spread over the back of his Harley.


  The sweet tenor voice came again. "I—I do. Sing. I have a tape at home. Uh. I could maybe send it to you."


  The bed slowed beneath Travis. The sway of rounding a corner rolled through him, and his stomach churned. He knew what was coming next.


  "If you're working tomorrow you can bring it in. We'll be here until at least tomorrow afternoon."


  Wait.


  What?


  Aaron wasn't offering to—


  "Aaron, you don't have to stay with me. You know my mom—"


  One of Aaron's nimble, callused fingers pressed against Travis's lips. "Shut the fuck up, T. I'll be right here."


  Travis shut up for a moment.


  "Aaron?"


  "Yeah, T?"


  "I'm gonna hurl."


  The soft tenor voice came back. Smooth hands too small and cool to be Aaron's turned him onto his side. An edge of something slick and cool bumped against his chin. The cloth tumbled from his eyes. The scent of new plastic rose in his nose as Travis squinted his eyes open. Then his guts were wrenching themselves inside out and why the fuck did puking have to hurt so much?


  "Whoa, T. Try to leave your toenails where they are, man."


  Travis uncurled his hand from the edge of the little pink basin long enough to flip Aaron off. "Prick."


  Aaron squatted down, catching his eye. His full lips twisted in a smirk, but his eyes pinched at the corners. He swallowed hard before answering in a husky half whisper. "Yeah. You know me. You done for now?"


  Travis blinked at Aaron. Then he tried to say yes. Evidently speaking again was too much movement, because his fucking guts tried to launch themselves into space again. Once things settled, he dipped his chin in an infinitesimal nod to let Aaron know he was done. The orderly dude had disappeared.


  Aaron took the basin to the attached bathroom, his jaw clenched and lips pressed together in a thin white line. When he returned, the stupid little pink thing was empty and smelled faintly of mouthwash. Aaron put a towel down over the spot on the bed where Travis had missed the basin, and then set the basin itself on top.


  No.


  No, Travis wasn't so sure he knew this man at all. He didn't try to speak again, just held the basin close after Aaron returned it. Travis lay for about twenty minutes and watched the stranger who moved and talked just like his big brother's best friend.


  Then the orderly returned with the nurse from the desk in tow. Travis knew she was the nurse from the desk because the kid called her Nessa again, and the name was odd enough that even the mush he called brains right now could distinguish it. She bustled in, hooked him up to a new bag of fluids, and then shot something she called an anti-emetic into one of the little y-shaped junctions on the tubing connecting him to the bag of clear fluid now hanging above the bed.


  Travis closed his eyes and hoped that meant his stomach would stop trying to climb out of his body. Gradually the quiet of the room penetrated beyond his fierce need to focus on keeping his stomach contents inside his pitifully sore digestive organ. The dim interior of the room held only Aaron and himself.


  Aaron sat in the chair next to Travis's bed with his head tilted back and his eyes closed. One big hand lay spread out over the top of his thigh, and the other curled around the rail next to Travis's head. Travis cleared his throat. Aaron's fingers clenched on the bedrail, and his eyes snapped open, locking on Travis.


  "Hey." Aaron's voice came out in the same husky half whisper he'd been using since Travis begged him to shut the fuck up and stop killing his head. Seriously, who the hell was this guy?


  "Hey, Pod-person. Where the hell is the real Aaron?"


  Aaron flinched back, and then stood abruptly to his feet. "I have to run downstairs and grab a bite before the cafeteria closes. Do you want me to say goodbye to your folks for you?"


  A polite smile turned the corners of Aaron's mouth up but didn't reach quite as far as his eyes.


  Something hot and bitter curled up in Travis's gut. He squinted up at Aaron. "Um. Yeah. Sure. You coming back?"


  Baby snakes fought in his stomach as Aaron regarded him silently for a span of heartbeats. Then he dropped his gaze, thick black lashes sweeping down over his hot amber gaze. Turning away from Travis, Aaron strode toward the door, his gorgeous ass flexing as his long legs ate up the short distance. He paused with his hand on the doorknob, tension radiating across his broad shoulders. He turned just enough to pin Travis with another hot lance from those incredible amber eyes. "Count on it, T. I'm not leaving here until you do."


  The door swung shut behind him. Travis swallowed convulsively around the sudden dryness of his mouth. Wishing yet again for a magic pill to take the migraine and assorted other aches and pains away—one that wouldn't leave him five to ten points below the village idiot on the IQ scale—Travis eased himself back down against his pillows to wait for Aaron's return.


  CHAPTER 5


  By the time Aaron returned to the room, Travis was sleeping. Aaron set the tray he'd taken from the hospital cafeteria on the over-bed table and rolled it to one side. Travis's battered appearance shocked him all over again, driving any hunger he may have had from him. The bruises on Travis's face stood out in livid relief against the pallor of his winter-white skin. The younger man's lashes lay in a thick fan against his cheeks. Aaron pushed back the desire to lean across the bedrails and brush his mouth over those high cheekbones. The little shit needed to get better because Wasserstein was already going to pitch a giant fit over the delay in his shooting schedule and—


  Aaron sat down heavily in the bedside armchair. The images flashing through his mind had nothing to do with getting Travis well and everything to do with getting him naked, and…when the hell had he started thinking this way? Jesus. Timothy would—


  No.


  Timothy would most likely have kicked his ass first, but then he would have congratulated the two of them by throwing a big-ass party and announcing to the world at large that they were together. Not that they were together together. Or whatever. Aaron watched Travis's chest rise and fall. It just felt so right to be here, next to Travis. It felt like riding the Harley in the summer or when his bass riffs lined up just perfectly to some crazy line of notes Travis would wring—like tears from an angel's eyes—out of his guitar. A wry smile twisted the corners of his mouth up as he considered how badly Timothy would have pounded on him for thinking of his baby brother that way.


  Aaron's mouth hungered for a taste of any part of Travis's skin, but he wouldn't start anything here that he couldn't finish here. When they got sprung from this fucking mausoleum he'd take Travis home and then—then the youngest Morris wasn't getting out of bed for a least a day. Or three. And how fucking sick was he that he could sit here looking at Travis sleeping, face covered in bruises and abrasions, and still want nothing more than to lick him from head to toe?


  Aaron forced himself to eat a bit of the lasagna and garlic bread he'd brought up from the cafeteria, and then scrounged around until found a pillow and a blanket tucked into the back of the wardrobe in Travis's room. Flipping up the footrest, he settled back into the armchair and got as comfortable as he could.


  It was going to be a long night.


  Nurses and nurse's aides came and went all night, checking Travis's vital signs and his neurological status. By around four in the morning, Aaron was ready to just take Travis out of the hospital against medical advice. They weren't doing anything for Travis that Aaron could see except interrupting his sleep. Hell, Aaron could have woken him up every few hours and checked his eyes with a flashlight. At least at home they'd have both been a lot more comfortable.


  The only thing that stopped him was the lack of ready access to a vehicle of his own. Taylor texted him at five to let him know that Mr. and Mrs. Morris would be showing up at the hospital around eight, and if he'd already sprung Travis would he please let them know.


  Aaron laughed.


  Travis rolled over to peer at him blearily. "Aaron, why're you in m'room?"


  Aaron snorted through the last of his laughter. "T, we're at the hospital."


  Travis looked past Aaron's face to take in the ubiquitous hospital décor, and then down at himself and the embarrassing hospital gown he wore. "Oh. D'ya know what happened? Wassit a bar fight?"


  Travis grinned at him impishly just as Aaron started to get worried.


  "Cause it feels like a bar full of pissed-off linebackers stomped me into the pavement…seriously, though…sorry about the Miata. I know you loved that little car."


  Aaron shook a finger at Travis. "Damn it, T, you're supposed to be the responsible one. What were you thinking?"


  The grin slid from Travis's face. A shiver shook his frame, and his voice, when it came, sounded hollow. "Was thinking you're a dick and I'm tired of you fucking with my head."


  Aaron didn't remember moving. One second of looking into Travis's eyes and watching as their normal warm brilliance turned cold and hard had him on his feet. Another second had his hands cradling the younger man's face. By the time his heart beat the third time after Travis spoke, his lips were pressing against Travis's and someone was moaning.


  A fist ploughed into the side of his face.


  "Fucking brat."


  Aaron grabbed both of Travis's wrists, pinning them carefully to the bed above his head. Then he leaned back in, rubbing his stinging right eye against the edge of Travis's jaw. Travis heaved against him wildly. Aaron leaned a little harder, the bedrail digging into his waist as he pushed his chest down on Travis to hold him still.


  "Get off me, Aaron. Just—"


  Aaron cut him off. "Shut the fuck up and kiss me, you moron. I'm not fucking with you. I wasn't fucking with you yesterday. You took off before I could talk to you. I—you came in and you weren't supposed to be there, T, and Wasserstein was telling me to picture the face of someone I wanted badly enough to fall from heaven for and—I sure as fuck wasn't going to talk about it in front of Wasserstein, but it was you, T."


  Travis stilled. "You—"


  Aaron cut him off again. "Jesus, T. You talk too fucking much."


  Then Aaron moved his mouth from Travis's ear to his mouth, falling into the slick hot perfection he'd been dreaming about all night. He pushed a little too hard, and the coppery taste of blood filled his mouth. Travis flinched. Aaron gentled his touch.


  "Shh. Shhh. Sorry, T. I'll go easy 'til you heal up. Promise."


  A cough from the door drew both their attention.


  Taylor stood there, a huge grin on his face. "I so won that bet."


  Travis's face flushed red around the bruises. Aaron and Travis spoke at the same time.


  "Bet?"


  "You guys are betting on us?"


  Taylor chuckled, tossing a set of keys toward Aaron. "Yep. I was the only one who thought you guys would take this damn long to see it."


  If Taylor hadn't been holding a carry-out tray with three tall cups of love from the gods of caffeine, Aaron would have ended him right then. But he knew Travis took his coffee every bit as seriously as he did, and the logo of the favorite local coffee roaster was prominently displayed on the side of the cups.


  "Dick. You know we're only letting you live because you were knowledgeable enough to bring good coffee."


  Taylor shrugged. "Yeah. I figured I should hedge my bets, and I know how much Travis loves his post-migraine coffee drinks." He set the carrier on the over-bed tray, pulled out one of the cups, and backed toward the door. "Mom and Dad are bringing him some clothes. I gotta run or I'm gonna be late to work."


  Aaron nodded, his eyes locked on Travis's face. "Yeah. Thanks for bringing the keys to the truck. Jim bring you?"


  Taylor paused in the doorway. "Nah. Tristan brought me."


  Travis's blush faded away with Taylor's footsteps.


  "Sorry, T. I didn't know he was coming."


  Travis looked up at him, hazel eyes gleaming in the early morning light. "S'okay. I—"


  His gaze fell away from Aaron's to perform a detailed inspection of the backs of his hands. Aaron's chest squeezed tight again. Placing one finger beneath Travis's chin, he tilted the other man's head back until he was forced to meet Aaron's eyes. "I meant it. We can talk when we get home though, okay? I can't do it here either. Not where your parents are gonna walk in on us."


  Travis smiled at that, and it shook a little at the corners, but it reached his eyes. "Okay."


  Aaron bent down again, brushing his lips lightly over Travis's. He figured he could take that for now even though it pained him to do so. Literally. He shifted slightly, easing his lower half back from the bed, one hand sliding down to surreptitiously adjust his engorged cock. Then he reminded himself that Mr. and Mrs. Morris would be arriving sometime soonish, and he really did not want to greet them with his dick pressing against the front of his jeans.


  Instant erectile dysfunction.


  Shaking off the image of greeting the Morris's while popping wood over their youngest, Aaron brought himself back to the matter at hand. He and Travis had time figure things out once they got home. They had plenty of time to fit themselves into this new rhythm. Yeah, he could almost feel the future dancing out in front of them in three-four time like some sexy-assed ballad couples would sway to all through the night. His fingers itched for some paper as music started to play in his mind.


  Travis's low laughter brought him out of his daze. "Go on down to the nurse's station. I bet they have extra pens and paper there. You got a new song, didn't you?"


  Aaron nodded. "Yeah. Music. No lyrics. Just—"


  Travis laughed again, and Aaron had to taste him one more time. He licked his way softly into Travis's mouth, tasting the hint of butterscotch left over from the last swallow of the coffee Taylor had smuggled in—well, blatantly carried right past the nurse's station, but still, it was contraband. Underneath the sweetly toasted caramel was a hint of something light yet powerful that was all Travis. Wasserstein should have probably dressed Travis like an angel instead, because he surely tasted like one.


  THE END
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  Changelings don't exist. That's what the government wants you to believe. We're their newest weapons for espionage, a reality after decades of failure in genetic R&D, though we still have some anomalies--dependencies--to be "fixed". We need to have genetic material to change.


  They say the two of us are finally mission-ready, but I don't want to be separated from the only other "person" who understands this life. I need him.


  I don't think that's a "dependency" they expected.


  ~ Adara
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  THE IVORY PRISON


  by Ashlyn Daube


  I don't remember if I was ever human. Don't remember much before I was fourteen years old. I say "much" because I remember enough to want to forget it all. I exist trapped by white walls and the smell of bleach. A space that belonged to me and that I was never allowed to leave. This is the only home I have ever known and likely the only one I will ever know. The four marble walls are barren and whole except for one. The one with the door and the mirror. Next to the door is a little black box that controls it. It beeps and its light turns green warning me that someone is coming, warning me to stay still and not do anything stupid. Three feet from the door starts a huge mirror that runs almost the entire length and height of the wall. It wasn't always there. It appeared during the day of my eleventh birthday. I remember staring at my reflection for the first time, meeting sunken hazel eyes and pulling at the dark blond strands that fell on my face. Seeing something there that resembled the men that came and went from the room. But there was always something off. Something missing that made me different.


  The day I turned thirteen I woke to find the mirror gone, and in its place stood a view of the world beyond my four white walls. A glass window, I was told it was, by the man that brought me breakfast. I ignored the food, choosing instead to stare at the world beyond for the first time. My room was just a small part of a large semi-circle; there was a painted circle on the center of the floor with a symbol that I recognized from the clothing the men wore. The surrounding area was occupied by at least two dozen men looking busy. I recognized some of them as people that have come to ask me things; try and make me do things, or pull my arm to extract as much blood as they needed. But the most incredible thing about this new window was the revelation that next to me on the edge of the semicircle were two other rooms with two other boys that stared as intently as I at the world beyond. One to my right and one to my left. The one to my left touched the window tentatively as if scared it might become the mirror again. He was younger than me, a year or two, I guessed. His hair, his eyes, his skin, all looked like mine. The one on my right did not look like me, his hair was darker, his eyes lighter. He was older and he ignored the men working, fixing his gaze on me instead. I stepped back under the scrutiny, too unfamiliar with the world to know what looking at someone like that meant.


  I wasn't alone. I wasn't the only one trapped by white walls. The knowledge brought me relief, but it also brought me pain as I looked at the older boy and realized that it would be years before I reached his age. Years I had to endure inside these four walls.


  Some of the men called me Gab, but most called me G-27 or just 27. It wasn't hard to decipher the source of this name after I saw similar numbers by the doors of my neighbors. G-26 to the right. G-28 to the left. I remember the night G-Twenty Eight waved at me and smiled for the first time. I smiled and waved back only to hear the beeping of the door and one of the men rushing in to pull me away from the window - warning me that if I ever acknowledged the others near me, the window would be taken away. I rather have a view of a silent and forbidden world than none at all.


  I learned early on that letting them poke and test me was easier than being held down and gagged. They wanted something from me. Something from us. But apparently we weren't giving it to them. I spent my days doing what they asked of me, watching my education videos, taking my tests, and watching silently by the window. Sometimes I tried to talk to them, but I was always ignored, brushed off or directly told to 'stop talking'. Yet when they were done and left my room sometimes I wished they would stay just to escape from the silence. The white walls were too quiet. The white walls didn't respond when I said something. It was worse knowing there were others nearby - to see them, and be forbidden to talk to them.


  That thirteenth year brought many new things to my limited world, but also took them away. Before the year was over the rooms next to mine, with boys that resembled me, became empty. Fear took over the monotony of my life. It became a countdown of when would I be gone as well.


  Then two weeks after my fourteenth birthday, everything changed. I had just finished my breakfast and was looking out the window of my room, watching the men filter in for the day and sit at their computers. I had watched this routine so many times that just by watching the first twenty minutes, I could predict what they were planning for me that day or what concoctions they were going to inject in my body. It was a daily ritual, but this day was different.


  Just ten minutes after they started their work, the main doors opened and a woman I had never seen before walked in. One of the men tried to greet her, but she waved him off and went straight toward me. I stepped back apprehensively as she stopped in front of me on the other side of the glass, staring at me with a gaze I had never experienced before. I was only familiar with the disappointed faces, the furious faces, and the unforgettable one Twenty Six gave me the day I first saw him. She looked at me for a few seconds. I saw her mouth move and a man that had been watching her carefully with unhappy eyes strode forward to stand next to her. I recognized him as the man that gave orders to the others. He answered whatever she had asked, and suddenly her calm visage became angry and furious. She started marching around the facility, her hands waving rapidly, her mouth moving constantly. The entire room of men suddenly went into a frenzy, and for the first time in my short existence, the routine didn't happen. My door remained closed. No one came to ask me things, or try and make me do things, nor poke and prod at me. As more time passed men kept leaving the room and I was afraid. Afraid that the place beyond my white walls would become void of the people that had always been there. People that only demanded things of me, but the only people I knew. I was afraid that they would never come back and forget about me.


  I watched them slowly filter away from my view. My fear materializing before my very eyes. I watched in silence as they left one by one. Despair started taking hold of me and I leaned my entire body against the glass. I am here. I wanted to scream. There were only five men left in the room. Don't forget me here. I witnessed as the last two men walked through the main doors, leaving the space void of life, except mine. Before I knew it I was pacing around my room, panic slowly setting in. Perhaps… Had I been abandoned?


  Just when my breath hitched the door of my room beeped and opened. The woman I had never seen before stepped in and looked around. Her eyes burrowed, her lips frowned, she seemed upset and I wondered if it was something I had done. Something to make me disposable like the others had been.


  "My name is Dr. Mercier. I'm taking charge of this facility from today on." She extended her hand to me sideways and I stared at it. Her voice startled me. I had heard female's voices from recordings or video, but this was the first time hearing it for real. It sounded gentler than I had imagined. "What's your name?" she asked as she lowered her hand.


  I swallowed, unsure of my rarely used voice. "G-27," I answered, and her frown deepened.


  "That's your ID, what name did they give you?"


  I wasn't entirely sure what she was asking. I felt my eyebrows come lower in confusion. "Sometimes they just call me Twenty-Seven or Gab."


  "Gabe?"


  "No. Just the three letters." I held up three fingers.


  "They never gave you a name?" She sounded offended.


  "I thought G-27 was my name." I felt a tad less nervous. Her voice, while direct, held something very comforting. Like my answers mattered to her, and not in the way my answers mattered when the men were recording data. But in a way I had never felt before. Was my name really that important?


  "I'd rather call you Gab," She scoffed.


  I nodded. "I'm fine with that."


  "Gab." She rolled the name off her tongue. "No. Gabe. Gabriel! Gabriel - that will be your name."


  I nodded because I didn't know what to say. Suddenly I had a name. A name. "Gabriel," I whispered to myself. The name sounding pleasant. I wasn't a number.


  Dr. Mercier strode inside my room, tips of her fingers on her chin. "This rooms needs some color, we should fix that tomorrow. You've lived here your entire life, right, Gabriel?"


  I nodded when I was unable to say the word yes. I was still in awe that she was talking to me. Talking like I saw the men talk amongst each other. Talk the way they didn't talk to me.


  "Care to show me around?" She passed her keycard through the device next to my door and it opened. She stepped outside the threshold and beckoned me to follow. That's when panic set in. Not because I wasn't sure of my ability to show her around what I saw every day, but because the only times G-Twenty Eight and G-Twenty Six ever left their rooms was to never return.


  "What's wrong, Gabriel?"


  I froze where I stood, the fear rolling through me. I shook my head. "Please. I don't want to leave like the others. I'll be good. I'll do better. Please."


  "Hey hey," She raised her hand towards me. "You are not going anywhere."


  I shook my head again. She was trying to trick me. She was trying to get rid of me. I saw her eyeing the bright red button hidden just on the side of the device, and I instinctively snatched her wrist stopping her. "Please!" I squeezed too hard, careless with my own strength. She moaned in pain and it startled me long enough to release her, and without a moment's hesitation she pushed the red button.


  The noise was overwhelming. I covered my ears trying to block it out, but it pounded inside my head. I waited for them to come for me; to storm through my door and hold me down. To push a needle inside my body. Like they did with G-26, G-28, and likely all the others before me. I waited to be erased. And come they did. Two men in white coats with hands I could not escape. The first one grabbed my left arm and tossed me to the floor. The second threw himself over me, pressing me against the white tile, holding me prisoner with his weight. He was at least three times my size, but all I wanted was to be free and somehow I pushed him off. I sat up, and when the other guard came at me I lashed out to stop him, the back of my hand snapping his nose. Blood gushed from his face, smearing my hand. I stared at it in shock.


  When I felt the pinch of a needle, I screamed and fought just like the others did. I remembered G-Twenty Six's fight, how they needed four men to hold him down, and how one of them pressed his knee against Twenty-Six's neck until it snapped from the pressure. I watched it happen with my forehead pressed against the glass, wished the entire time Twenty-Six would just stop fighting them, because what was the point? They always won. We always lost. And I would never feel his gaze on me again.


  Lying here on the floor, feeling the poison spreading through my veins, I finally understood. It was life. Twenty-Six just wanted to live. They all did. I gasped when the men let go of me, the fight gone out of me. I had lost too.


  I collapsed on the ground, the white walls spinning around me. Waiting for it to end, I wondered if I would be the last to exist inside these four walls, or if this would be the fate of those that came after me as well. Those destined to be born inside this prison of ivory. I looked at the men, then at Dr. Mercier. She only had sorrow in her eyes for me. I turned away, then I was just gone.


  ****


  I almost didn't believe reality when I reopened my eyes and found myself still in my room and breathing. I barely moved my head so I could look around. There was nobody with me, but there were clear signs someone had been in my space. I sat up slowly and counted how many things were out of place, or more accurately, what things were there that had never been before. There was a blue round and padded chair on the far end of my room in place of the cold metal chair they made me sit on when I had to watch an education video. A few feet from it was a larger and newer video screen. There were other trinkets scattered on the floor I did not recognize, weirdest of them all was the line of buckets in a row next to the wall. I could have spent the entire day investigating these strange new things, but my attention was concentrated on one spot in my room. One that was more important than any of the new things that suddenly appeared. The door that had been closed all my life. It was wide open.


  I did not dare get close to the door, fearing it was some sort of trap. So I walked to the window and tried to figure out what was going on. The men looked busy, but not their usual - staring at the monitors, or mixing new medical cocktails busy. They were moving stuff, changing stuff. To my left, the walls of Twenty-Eight's old room were gone. Men came and went taking chunks of it away. The room to my right, Twenty-Six's old room, still had its wall, but its door was also wide open and people were doing stuff in there too. In the middle of it all stood Dr. Mercier. She had a small digital pad in her hands and seemed to be directing the chaos. Three people were with her; two men that nodded after every other word she said and a boy.


  The boy's back was towards me and all I could see was his hair. But suddenly his shoulders stiffened and he slowly turned around and saw me. My chest tightened when his eyes found mine, but not in a bad way. It was more like a force was pulling me. Different. Yet similar to when I had first seen my neighbors that day over a year before.


  I stood in front of the glass window and watched as the boy said something to Dr. Mercier. She looked up to see me awake, nodded, and the boy made his way towards me. He stopped right in front of me, the glass the only thing between us. His skin looked just like mine, but his hair was dark versus my light, his eyes a bright blue versus my dark hazel. No one needed to tell me that this boy was just like me. Not human. And he was outside. He was free.


  I remembered the open door. Maybe I was free now too.


  I met his eyes and held them, watching the little flinches play across his face as he watched me. He placed his palm against the glass and I pressed my own hand against his, matching finger to finger. He ran his palm across the glass and I followed every movement, frame by frame.


  "Can I come in?" he asked.


  I stared, dumbfounded. No one had ever asked for my permission to come in. They just did.


  "It's open," I said when I found my voice, and he gave me a lopsided smile before walking over to the door.


  He peeked his head in, first glancing around before walking in. He stopped in front of me and offered his hand, "I'm Lukas. I'm going to move to that room over there." He pointed to Twenty-Six's old room where men in uniforms shuffled things around.


  I stared at his hand longer than I should have before sliding my fingers against his palm. "You are like me."


  He scuffed, let go of my hand and walked over to the blue chair where he sat down.


  "At least you know you are different, that's a good start. Mom was worried you would be confused and disoriented."


  "Mom?"


  "Dr. Mercier. She's my mother."


  "You have a mother?"


  Lukas didn't seem willing to answer that. He stood and walked over the line of buckets by the wall. "What color do you want to paint your room?"


  "Is that what that is?" I felt instantly comfortable with him, just because I knew he was like me. I wasn't even thinking about the open door anymore. I stood next to him and checked each of the buckets. The different colors were pasted on the side labels. A pale green one caught my eye and I pointed to it.


  "Interesting," Lukas commented. "I picked the same one."


  That made me smile. Someone knocked. "Can I come in?"


  Dr. Mercier was at the door and panic instantly rolled over me. Lukas must have seen me stiffen, because he put his hand on my shoulder. "It's ok," he said. "She's not going to hurt you. We are not going to hurt you."


  I wanted to believe him so much. But he wasn't the first one to make me that promise. The fear was still there, subdued, but there. They hadn't tried to take me out of the room. Dr. Mercier gave a slow nod of her head and walked away.


  "We could leave you know," Lukas spoke out. I turned to look at him. "The door's open."


  "Leave where?"


  "This room. When was the last time you stepped out of it?" Lukas started pushing buttons on the new video screen near the blue chair. It showed him only static.


  I stared because he had to be trying to ruse me. He was like me. Didn't he spend his life in a room as well?


  "Never," I answered. Lukas stopped fidgeting with the screen. His eyes flew to mine.


  "Never?" He repeated and his face sunk into some sort of horror that just made me feel wrong. Like it had been my fault that the only world I knew was among these four walls. Without saying another word Lukas turned off the static screen. "No television then. I think I saw a park on the way here. Let's go there."


  Park? Television? Those words meant nothing to me, but they seemed to mean something to Lukas. Something good. He stood just on the threshold of the open door and nudged me forward. I stayed put so he closed the distance between us in three quick strides and took my hand. "We're getting out of this room okay? And if you want, you never have to come back to it ever again. I'll talk to my mom. We can be roommates." My fear decreased with his words and for the first time I thought I could leave this room and continue living.


  "I can come back then?" I asked.


  Lukas nodded and gave my hand a little pull. "We'll go to the park. Have some fun. Then come back."


  I stared at the open doorway and took a deep breath. I gave one step forward, then another. Slowly I made my way forward to the door, lingering at every moment of doubt. Lukas never let go of my hand. When I stopped, he stopped with me and waited until I was ready to try again. When I finally gave that step that went beyond any other step I had ever taken, Lukas cheered, patted me on the back and gave me a smile I would never forget.


  ****


  I wake up. Warmth spreading through my body, the leftovers of a smile still on my face as I remember that day. The day I met Lukas is still the happiest day of my life. It was the day my life went from pointless to enjoyable. I remember Lukas trying to get me out of the facility the same way he had come in, only to be stopped by security clearance. It took almost a year to get that lifted for me, but eventually the outside world became less of a mystery and more a part of my life. I actually got to enjoy the few years that were left of my childhood.


  My fifteenth birthday took place outside the facility, under the sun with Lukas and Dr. Mercier, whom I had grown fond of and now trusted as much as Lukas did. Moments like that filled me with happiness I had never known, but also resentment when I compared it to my life before.


  Between the moments of mundane the truth still remained. I wasn't really human. I wasn't really free. The days I spent outside the facility and its ivory walls where far and few. Every day I had a schedule. Wake up. Breakfast. Two hours of studying. Two hours of training. Lunch. Another hour of studying, wrapped up with an hour of medical. Which was just a pretense really, for them to make me achieve what I was created to do.


  Created for something I couldn't do.


  After years of silent observation it didn't take me much to realize that I had a purpose. Yet no one seemed inclined to tell me what it was. Or why I wasn't allowed to know it.


  The man and woman that composed the medical staff rarely talked to me. They smiled, they were polite. But they came in with their pads and medicines and followed a routine I was bored of. "Did you feel anything?" they would ask after injecting me with something. I never felt anything.


  A month after I turned fifteen I finally got some answers. Dr. Mercier stopped the medical staff after they left my room. It was far enough that they didn't expect to be overheard, but I could hear everything they said.


  "Any improvement?" Dr. Mercier started the conversation.


  The man glanced at his digital pad. "Every test we do has the same result. His biology is identical to NB1's, but he's not reacting to the doses. If the problem is not physical then it must psychological or environmental."


  "No surprise there with the way that child was living. No wonder this project was full of failures. Raising children on fear and isolation then getting rid of them when the costs were too high?" Dr. Mercier rubbed the bridge of her nose with her fingers.


  The man brought forward another slide on his pad. "At this rate we are not sure if we can make the deadline."


  "Just keep working. I'll worry about the deadline."


  "With all due respect," the woman looked at Dr. Mercier. "Psychological problems can take years to resolve if at all. I have observed his progress at your request, given him time to adapt and improve, but I see little change from one year ago. Whatever psychological damage was done, it is likely permanent."


  "Speak clearly, Dr. Zeyas." Dr. Mercier demanded, her tone harsher.


  Dr. Zeyas didn't even bat an eye. "It would be my official recommendation to terminate G-27 and concentrate on new G.A.B's now that we know the perfect genetic formula and environmental conditions necessary."


  I hid behind the wall of my room. The fear I hadn't felt in almost a year reignited like a wildfire. I was really still nothing but a thing in their eyes. Something made for a purpose. A failure. I wondered if this is what happened to Twenty-Six and Twenty-Eight. Had they been deemed useless and thus terminated? Twenty-Eight, who dared to smile and wave at me again even after we had been warned not to. How that night I was woken by a scream, and he was gone the next morning. Twenty-Six, who fought them until they killed him. How was I going to go?


  Dr. Mercier didn't react to Dr. Zeyas' words. Instead, she wordlessly reached for Dr. Zeyas' digital pad and took it from her hands. "I appreciate your input Dr. Zeyas," she said calmly. "When you clock out today please return your security clearance to the guards. You are dismissed."


  Dr. Zeyas seemed calm, but I could tell from her body language that she was angry. I thought for sure she was going to add a comment to her dismissal, but she just nodded at Dr. Mercier and walked away.


  I sat crouched behind the wall, pulled my legs to my chest and held tight. I don't know how long I was there ignoring my studies, but soon I felt a familiar presence in my room. "I knew you were getting stronger," Dr. Mercier said. She stroked the top of my head with affection, just like I saw her do to Lukas on occasion. It was comforting. "Don't be afraid about what she said. You are not going anywhere."


  "What about the deadline?" I asked, keeping my head hidden in my arms. She stalled. I tried not to pale. Dr. Mercier may be the boss of my surroundings, but I wasn't naive enough to believe she didn't have people to answer to. People that now I knew for sure wanted me to achieve something. My life had a deadline.


  "Just tell me what I am supposed to be doing." My voice sounded alien, even to my own ears. "I admit I have been getting stronger. I can hear things clearer and from far away. I didn't mean to hide I could do it." Dr. Mercier didn't respond right away so I raised my face from my arms and spared her a glance. She was looking at me thoughtfully, almost kindly.


  "We could risk showing you. But it will likely frighten you."


  I took a deep breath. I saw my future as two choices. One, I wait to see what happened. Wait to see if I achieved what they wanted without knowing what it was, and risk disappearing into the night like I never existed. Or two, learn what I was meant to do and try to achieve it. It was an easy choice.


  I shook off what was left of my fear and stood up. Dr. Mercier looked at me like she knew what I was going to say. I nodded. "Show me."


  ****


  When Lukas arrived an hour later from his outdoor training, a team of medical staff was waiting for him. His smile and pleasantry from being outside the facility quickly faded when he saw them. "Today?" he scoffed and walked ahead of the medical staff to the main medical room where I was waiting.


  Lukas stepped in and took off his sweaty clothes without hesitation and without looking at his surroundings. He grabbed the pair of shorts one of the staff handed to him and just when he was about to put them on, he turned and finally noticed me. His eyes went wide with surprise. "Gabriel," his voice stammered and he rushed to put on the shorts. "What are you-" He turned to one of staff, "What is he doing here?"


  "Dr. Mercier ordered him to be here."


  "No." Lukas shook his head. "That is not a good idea."


  His refusal only made me more intent to discover this secret. "I want to be here." I raised my voice so it could reach over the discussion Lukas was having with the staff.


  Lukas' blue eyes met mine and I tried to smile, reassuring him that I was fine. He shook his head, "Gabe." The shorten version of my name rarely left his lips, but it warmed me every time I heard it.


  "I want to know what I am supposed to do." I closed the ten steps separating me from Lukas. The staff went to the other side to the room to prepare. "I will be ok."


  "What if you aren't?" Concern infiltrated his voice. "It's not pretty, nor pleasant."


  "I don't know what it even is."


  Lukas seemed to think over his options. "I don't know if it is better to explain it to you or just show you," he whispered, wary of our audience.


  I didn't know how to answer that, and I didn't have to because one of the staff took my arm and pulled me away to stand by a corner. The rest of the staff surrounded Lukas, attaching padded circles and wires to his skin. Dr. Mercier walked inside the room when they were almost finished and pressed the code that would lock the door.


  Lukas turned to his mother and his mouth opened, but before he could protest she raised a finger to quiet him. Lukas kept silent and Dr. Mercier reached my side. "Let's begin," she ordered. The staff nodded. The two men went one each to Luka's sides. One of the women stayed by the devices ready to record whatever information came out of them, and the other grabbed a vile of red liquid and handed it to Lukas.


  "Male. Thirty seven years of age. Subject NB1. Test number 71."


  Lukas grimaced slightly as he took the vial in his hand. Each of the men held his upper arms securely, and without hesitation, Lukas downed the liquid completely.


  The woman grabbed the vial back from his hand and quickly walked back to her position next to the other female. I watched this entire process in silence, trying to decipher what each little thing meant. Why was it relevant? I couldn't think of anything.


  Lukas kept his eyes shut tightly, his breath becoming heavier by the second. He shook suddenly, his body seemed to convulse, and the men held him tighter.


  "Lukas!" The cry left my throat unbidden. Dr. Mercier was next to me in a heartbeat and held me back by my shoulders.


  "This is normal," she said reassuringly. I wanted to believe her – more than I ever remember wanting anything - but Lukas's face twisted in such pain that it took every inch of me not to run to him. I stared wide eyed and in shock as Luka's face, his shoulders, almost every inch of him rippled unnaturally as he held back the urge to scream. I thought this horror show was never going to stop, but it eventually did. What was most shocking of it all was that at the end, Lukas was no longer there. In his place stood a man that looked older, with broader shoulders and finer hair. Dark rimmed eyes looked at me and I didn't see Lukas in them - just a stranger.


  "How would you rate the pain?" One of the women asked Lukas, her digital pad at the ready to write down what was said.


  Lukas swiped a towel across his alien forehead. "About a six," he said in a voice too deep to be his own. "Not as bad as before, but still strong."


  The men released Lukas and gave him some space. They proceeded with more tests that I had no understanding of. Lukas placed his hand on a pad, something registered, his eyes were checked, and his vitals reported. I stayed silent and unmoving in my corner through all of it - lost to what I was supposed to think. It felt like an eternity, but it only lasted a few minutes. Dr. Mercier was with the medical staff taking a closer look at the data. With their attention elsewhere, Lukas made his way over to stand next to me. I tried to look at him, but averted my eyes almost instantly.


  It was hard separating the fact that I knew Lukas was standing next to me, versus the fact that I didn't see my friend in those eyes. I wanted to say something to break the uncomfortable silence, but my mind was utterly blank.


  "This is what we are." Lukas finally broke the silence. His hand reached for me and I flinched. "We change, we become others."


  I shook my head and one fearful thought crossed my mind - I cannot see myself ever doing what Lukas just did, and if I can't do what he does, the only fate that awaits me is certain death.


  ****


  It started with Lukas giving me 'shifting' lessons; telling me what I am suppose to feel, and how I'm suppose to react. He tried to tone down how painful the experience was, but I knew he was just trying not to scare me. Too late for that.


  I started joining him on his shifting tests, and while not less pleasant than that first experience, I did get used to the process and what to expect. I started noticing things here and there. Like the fact that all the people Lukas shifted to were male, and the fact that while body types tended to change, Lukas' height always remained the same. I also noticed that the pain decreased with each shift.


  They started testing me more forcibly as well, now that I knew the true nature of my existence. Before they would just give me liquids and ask me what I felt afterwards. Now they directed me into trying to force a shift. It didn't help when they revealed that each vial they forced me to drink contained genetic material.


  I wasn't happy anymore.


  The lessons. The tests. All of it added to my regular training routine took a toll on me. Weeks passed and nothing worked. I was useless as a shifter. I knew that. They knew that. But no one was willing to say it out loud.


  Uneasiness filled my days and I started to view my routine, and my failures, as a clock counting down to the end of my life. Lukas and Dr. Mercier were the first to notice the change in my demeanor and the first to try and ease my restlessness. But even with their attentions I sank deeper into dark thoughts and hopelessness.


  Change was in the air, and it took form in the shape of a man that came into our ivory world without announcement. He was an older man, grey had completely taken over his hair, and his manner and pose spoke of a man that had not spent his life in the ways of science, but in the ways of war. Dr. Mercier went out of her way to accommodate him. She tried to show him the facility, but the man only had one interest - Lukas and I.


  "Which one is this?" The man asked, looking over Lukas. We stood together side by side as the man paced around us. I had been under observation my entire life, scrutiny rarely made me uneasy, but this man made me feel like I wasn't even a living thing.


  "NB1." One of the men from the medical staff answered.


  "Lukas," Dr. Mercier corrected. "Next to him is Gabriel."


  "ID Number?"


  "GAB-27"


  The man frowned. "I thought the GAB line had been terminated almost a year ago."


  "He's the last one." Dr. Mercier was visibly unpleased with the conversation, but she hid it well, keeping her professional composure intact.


  "Can he shift?"


  "Not yet. We have been testing extensively and-"


  "Why is he still active if he can't shift?"


  Dr. Mercier demanded one of the digital pads from the staff and brought forth some records. "His medical tests show he has an 87% probability of successfully shifting."


  "Today. Can he shift today? Has he ever shifted at all?"


  Dr. Mercier pulled the digital pad close to her chest. "No."


  The man spared a glance towards where Lukas and I stood obediently. It had been the first time since the conversation started that he looked at us with something worse than objectivity. Like I was a bug to be crushed.


  I kept my body as still as I could while he passed his sentence. "He can't shift. Follow the orders that were given a year ago. Terminate him. Tonight."


  ****


  I hid in the bowels of the washing room, behind the glass of one of the showers, curling myself into a ball of flesh trapped in a corner. I don't remember exactly how I got there or much of what happened after the man I now knew was a General called Tarques ordered my death like it was nothing. The countdown had ended.


  Lukas found me there. He kneeled next to me without saying a word and his fingers tried to ease my sorrow, pressing gentle caresses against my cheeks. "You are going to be late for your test," he reminded me, trying to pull me into compliance.


  I shook my head. "There's no point. I can't do it. I won't be able to do it. They will just drag me away and I'll never come back."


  Lukas's touch stopped being gentle, his fingers firm and sure against my skin. "You have to stop saying you can't do it. You've seen the data. There is very little difference between what makes me me and what makes you you. You can do this." He rested his forehead against my own, his knuckles brushing my cheek.


  My eyes opened in wonder. All this time I had thought it was me that needed to see Lukas every day to have something to look forward to. He was the only person to make this ivory prison I existed in - home. But with the feel of his forehead on mine, his breath gentle against my face, I realized that he may need me just as much I needed him. After all, it was just the two of us that stood apart from everyone else. The only ones who understood each other in ways that human's never would.


  "Please try, Gabe. Don't leave me alone with them," Lukas whispered and the words shook me to the core. I couldn't give up. Not before I had tried until the very end. If I didn't succeed in shifting in the next hour I would be taken out to be erased. But if I shifted - if I succeeded - I could stay with Lukas. How could I not try?


  ****


  Dr. Mercier was very gentle as she pasted the sticky sensor pads over my body. Her eyes shimmered with unshed tears and I tried to smile for her sake. Unlike the other times, Lukas was not allowed to be present. Instead of letting that fact cripple me, I used it to my advantage, telling myself that if I shifted I could see Lukas again.


  Dr. Mercier nodded that everything was ready. I held the vial in my hands and downed the liquid in one gulp. Opening my body and my senses just like Lukas had taught me, I searched for that hint of fire I could grab onto and exploit. I took deep, even breaths; my eyes closed tight. Searching for it. Waiting for it. But – nothing. I didn't feel a thing. Just like all the other times. I had failed.


  Sorrow quickly replaced my determination. My soul cried with the knowledge that not only was I going to die very soon, but that it was very likely that Lukas's fingers against my cheeks less than an hour ago – that lingering memory still warming me - were the last touches I would ever receive from him.


  "A failure."


  I snapped my head up to see General Tarques inside the room.


  Dr. Mercier seemed startled. "One more week. I guarantee you he will shift."


  "You've been given too many of those already. You allowed yourself to get emotionally attached. That is the only reason he has not been terminated."


  "He is a boy. Not a thing." Dr. Mercier lost her composure then, knowing her words were a grave misstep in the presence of this man.


  Without preamble General Tarques made his way next to me, grabbed my arm and pulled me off the medical table, snapping the sensors away from my body.


  "General Tarques!" Dr. Mercier raised her voice, following us with hasty steps. "At least let Lukas say goodbye to him. They are good friends."


  "This isn't a place for friendship. It's a place to create weapons. It's time you learned that lesson and your son as well."


  "Sir!"


  The increase of noise caused a ripple across the staff, each immediately stopping their work to look at the source of the disturbance. General Tarques dragged me by force to the center of the facility where everyone could see and tossed me to the ground next to the painted symbol on the floor. I immediately tried to rise back up but froze when I heard the cock of a gun. I raised my eyes slowly, carefully, to see General Tarques pointing the weapon directly at me.


  He was going to shoot me in front of everyone? I tried to breath and turned my eyes toward Lukas's room. He was just past his door, his body shaking.


  Three things happened then. General Tarques squeezed the trigger. I moved. Lukas ran.


  I felt the bullet go through my right shoulder and pain exploded all over my body. I couldn't see the world in front of me clearly anymore, only a blurry twisted version of it. Someone was screaming - it was me.


  Firm hands surrounded me, holding me tightly. Lukas' breath fell on my ear, his voice the only thing that was real in this world of pain. "Let it flow," he whispered, his voice hidden behind my screams. Only mine to hear. "Let it consume you. It will be okay. I am not letting you go."


  The pain seemed endless and unwavering. One that I wouldn't wish even to the man who shot me. I felt my body doing unnatural things. My skin stretching, my bones moving. The only thing to carry me through it all was Lukas's arms, the feel of his body against mine. I knew that without him, the pain would be worse.


  My breath felt torn from me, and my heartbeat thumped loudly against my chest. My shoulder burned with pain, and I could feel the blood pouring out of me. Then I felt something very odd. My own body snapped into place, and the pain suddenly subsided. The world around me slowly stabilized. I started to feel the oddness of having a body that was not my own.


  "See," General Tarques put his gun back on its holster. "The boy just needed some motivation." Lukas glared at him, uncaring that the General saw his anger. General Tarques didn't seem to care. He just looked down at us, and for a brief second I saw his mouth form into a thin grin of amusement that vanished as quickly as it appeared. "Start the field training," he demanded. "I want them ready within the year."


  After the General left, I felt that I could finally breathe. Lukas held on to me, and when the medical staff came over to tend to me I realized I was holding on to him too.


  "Go get the gurney," Dr. Mercier ordered and the medics left. "Everyone back to work." Pale faces slowly returned to their computers and tables while we waited for the medics to return. For that minute it was just the three of us.


  "Did you feel it?" Lukas whispered in my ear and I nodded. His arms held me closer, his voice becoming low and secret. "I helped him shift," he revealed to Dr. Mercier, and she gave him the briefest of nods as acknowledgement. The medics returned and gently put me on the gurney. I didn't want to let go of Lukas, but I knew I had to. His fingers curled around mine and I felt the wetness of the blood that flowed down my arm. As they took me away our fingers started to slip apart, but Lukas held on until my mind drifted to nothingness.


  ****


  When I woke up I was not alone.


  I was back in my room, the lights dimmed down, and I could see the bright green light of the door device blinking.


  "How does your shoulder feel?" Lukas asked. He had dragged the blue chair next to my bed.


  "Hurts," I answered. "Am I me?"


  "Yeah," Lukas smiled. He stood slowly and pulled the covers down. "Scoot over," he said, and I obeyed without questioning. We laid side by side, his fingers hovering over my bandaged shoulder but not touching.


  "Thank you for saving me," I said and met his eyes. "Do you think next time I will be able to do it alone?"


  "Absolutely," he reassured me. "The first time is the hardest and the most painful, after that it gets easier."


  We fell into comfortable silence. I was content just to know that Lukas was with me; to feel his presence next to me. I realized then that he was the most important thing to me. The one thing I didn't ever want to live without. The tips of his fingers grazed my bandaged gently, then slowly connected against my neck and travelled across the side of my face, ending on my temple.


  "I saw it you know," he said. "He was aiming right here." Lukas rubbed his thumb against my forehead.


  "You ran to save me," I leaned towards the touch, wanting more of it.


  He shook his head. "I knew I wasn't fast enough to make it. I was going to be too late to save you, but I was going to be right there to snap his neck." He growled the last word.


  "Lukas," I reached and grabbed his free hand, intertwining our fingers. "That would have been pointless."


  He shook his head again. "Not to me. I know I tend to not say much and I have no problem giving them what they demand of me. Sit where they tell me to sit. Run where they tell me to run. I never demand anything from them. But in return I get to have the one thing I want. You."


  Suddenly I was very conscious of the places where his skin touched mine. I squeezed our hands tighter and leaned my forehead against his. A smile spread across my lips and for the first time in my life I understood the meaning of being blissfully happy.


  I let Lukas know. "You are the thing I want too."


  His quiet laugh was contagious. Without warning his lips pressed against my forehead and that innocent display of affection changed my world.


  Lukas wasn't just the boy that saved my life; the boy that showed me the outside world for the first time. He wasn't just my best friend and the person who understood me like no one else ever would. He was all of those things. But he was also the boy I loved.


  I tried to push away this realization, hiding it behind a friendly smile. "What happens now?" I asked before a yawn escaped my lips.


  Lukas stole my yawn and held me close in a place between awake and sleep. My eyelids felt heavier and I could hear Lukas's words just before I fell asleep, his voice sounding far away. They were words that spoke the truth of my future. The fate I could not escape. Words that will haunt my dreams, but also made me a promise.


  "We train like they want us to. We change. Become the weapons they want us to be. And we never let them tear us apart."


  THE END
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  Mike slowed his pace as he walked by "Jackman" as he liked to call him. The man's shirt clung to his skin with sweat in the summer heat, highlighting his well-developed muscles. Mike debates buying Jackman a cool soda and chatting him up, but he wasn't exactly the forward type. The jackhammer stopped and Mike's heart pounded as Jackman caught him staring. Mike's breath caught and Jackman gave him a smirk.


  ~ Penumbra
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  JACKMAN


  by Penny Brandon


  Mike's footsteps slowed as the sharp, distinctive sound of the jackhammer just ahead had his stomach giving a little flip and his thoughts turning to mush. He'd thought they'd be gone by now, had almost wished they had, but as he turned the corner and the clamoring became louder, Mike realized that his wish was not going to be granted.


  Almost at a standstill, Mike forced himself to move. He didn't want to be caught staring again, but each time he passed this part of George Street and saw the man handling that formidable piece of equipment, he couldn't help but become absorbed by both man and machine.


  The machine was huge, its hammering action fairly pulverizing the pavement it was aimed at, but in the giant hands of the man who wielded it, it almost looked like a toy. Mike watched for a moment, then allowed himself to glance up the body of the man he'd come to call Jackman. It kind of suited, considering the man was as hard hitting as the jackhammer he handled.


  Absolutely massive, he had to have stood over six foot five with shoulders as wide as the trunk of a tree, and muscles that bunched and flexed and pretty much screamed dominance. Mike doubted there would be anything that would stand in the way or concern the man who seemed to rule everything around him. And that included Mike's fascination.


  But Mike wasn't about to allow his drooling obsession to materialize into something more. He had to get a hold of himself and stop ogling someone he wouldn't dare approach even if he knew the man was approachable, and by the look of fierce concentration on Jackman, he wouldn't be.


  Sighing, Mike took one last lingering look at Jackman's strong face when the hammering suddenly stopped. The resulting silence was startling, so too was the smirk Jackman aimed his way. Shocked, Mike was rooted to the spot, and he couldn't have moved now even if he wanted to.


  "Hey, Bill, I'm taking five!"


  Mike couldn't believe it when Jackman stood his machine to the side and, after knocking off some of the dust that had accumulated over his jeans, casually strolled over to stand in front of him.


  "Hi."


  Oh, God! Mike wasn't sure how rude it was to gawk at the man's chest, but shit, the sweat soaked T-shirt he wore barely stretched over that broad expanse. He blinked and slowly raised his gaze to meet dark brown eyes that were fixed on him with amusement.


  "Are you all right?"


  The question threw Mike, but then he realized it shouldn't have considering he was standing there with his mouth hanging open and his eyes halfway to bugging out of his head.


  "Um, yes, fine," he managed to get out, wondering if his dignity would dare to follow him after this.


  "Are you interested in construction?"


  "What?" Mike lost his concentration observing the way Jackman licked his lips as if tasting something he liked.


  "You seem to slow down every time you pass by here. I was wondering if it was because of what we're doing."


  "Oh, no, it's not the construction." Oh damn. Maybe he should have said it was, that way he'd have an excuse to listen to those deep melodious tones as Jackman talked, and to continue to watch the way he moved his mouth. Or maybe it was just better that he get out of here right now and make sure he never passed this way again.


  "So why do you slow down?"


  Don't say it, don't say it! "Because of you."


  Mike put his runaway mouth down to pure intimidation. Well, no that wasn't right. Jackman was not trying to intimidate, he just gave off this aura of sheer power and confidence, which made Mike feel weak and submissive. Dropping his gaze, Mike just stood there, like a frightened rabbit trapped within the gaze of a prowling fox.


  "So would you like to go for a drink?"


  Startled, Mike's gaze flew back to Jackman's. "Really?" Shit, why did his voice sound so eager and pathetic?


  "Well, I think it would be a nice way to get to know one other. I prefer dates than just hooking up."


  A date. Jackman had just asked him out on a date. That big, hulking, giant of a man, who looked like he could crush stone with his bare hands, had asked him, a scrawny pipsqueak who couldn't lift his own weight even if he tried, on a date.


  Mike nodded before his brain could come up with an excuse as to why that was a silly idea. "Yes, please."


  Jackman smiled, the lift of his mouth softening the hard planes of his face. "Good. How about Smith's at six?"


  "Um…." Mike pulled out his phone and quickly tapped the screen a few times. At Jackman's tilt of the head, Mike realized he was probably coming across as a nerd, which he wasn't, well not really. "Six is fine," he said, forcing a sound of confidence into his voice.


  "Thank God for that, because I didn't think I could have waited another day to see you again."


  "See me?"


  "Yeah. Every morning I've watched you walk by, and this time I decided to find out what had you so fascinated." Jackman's smile turned into a grin. "I'm glad it was me."


  Embarrassment had Mike blushing, but he managed to hold the beautiful brown gaze that was as warm as the early morning sun peeking through the buildings.


  "Hey, Steve, are you still trying to convince that guy to go out with you?"


  Steve rolled his eyes, but otherwise ignored the taunt. Mike, however nearly dropped his phone.


  "They know you're gay?"


  "Of course they do. It's not as if I could hide it."


  Mike wasn't sure what Steve meant, because as far as he was concerned, Steve looked as far from gay as anyone could get! His thoughts must have shown on his face because Steve laughed, the deep rumble from his chest sounding like a distant roll of thunder.


  "I'll show you," he said, his smile once again capturing Mike's attention. "When we're alone," he added with a wink.


  Mike mutely nodded, suddenly feeling a little overwhelmed. Steve came across as a really confident and compelling guy, and Mike wasn't sure if he could handle anyone like that. All his past relationships had been with guys like him, shy and awkward. But he hadn't had any luck with them, so maybe he needed to give himself the chance to try someone different.


  "Then I'll meet you at six." It was a statement, not a question, as if Steve didn't expect Mike to change his mind. Steve smiled again, and then headed back to the construction zone. With a quick grin he picked up the heavy jackhammer, and with an ease born of both familiarity and strength, started it up and began the fascinating task of macerating the pavement beneath his work booted feet.


  Mike lingered for a moment, then reluctantly dragged himself away, wondering why he was a little disappointed that the man he'd been lusting over was called Steve, and not Jackman.


  ****


  Never having been in Smith's, Mike wasn't sure what to expect, but the quiet, intimate atmosphere he'd anticipated was not the one he walked into. There was laughter, music and people, lots and lots of people, so many in fact that Mike had a hard time squeezing through the door.


  A little perturbed, he gingerly searched the interior looking for a six foot five inch giant. He didn't think it would have been all that difficult, but as he searched over the heads of the standing patrons, Mike couldn't see Steve at all. Assuming he might be too early, Mike slowly made his way to the crowded bar.


  "Hey, there you are, I didn't see you come in." A huge hand landed on his shoulder, nearly buckling Mike's knees. He turned to see Steve towering over him, a grin on his face. "Come on, I'll introduce you to my friends."


  Before Mike could respond, he was being dragged across the room.


  Three men stood around a pool table, their gazes curious. Mike could understand why. Steve was this big, compelling guy who seemed to have no trouble being the center of attention, while Mike preferred to hang back and hide in corners. Not that they could have known that about him, but somehow it always showed.


  "Ronny, Bill, Dale, this is …." Steve turned to Mike and cocked an eyebrow. "I forgot to ask your name this morning."


  "Mike."


  "Mike." Steve said the name as if testing it, a smile forming on those beautifully shaped lips. "Are you up for a game?"


  Game? Mike eyed the pool table and quickly took a step back. He wasn't into sports, and he certainly couldn't play pool. "No, thank you," he said. "But you play, if you want."


  "Ronny and Bill think they've got me and Dale beat. We're about to prove them wrong." He picked up a pool cue and grinned. "You can keep score. Losers buy a round of drinks."


  Bemused, Mike nodded, though he had no idea how to keep score, he didn't even know the rules of the game, and was this Steve's idea of a date?


  Two hours and five games later, Mike realized he'd made a mistake. He should not have accepted Steve's invitation. No matter how fascinating Steve was, or how compelling, they obviously had nothing in common, and this date was disappointing at best.


  Plucking up the courage to do the right thing, Mike stood up. "Steve, I'm going."


  "You are? Don't you want to stay for a few more games?"


  Mike shook his head. "This is not my thing."


  "Oh." Color flooded Steve's cheeks, and if Mike hadn't seen the way Steve dropped his gaze before struggling to raise it again, he would never have believed the man could be embarrassed.


  "I'll take you home then."


  "There's no need. My car's outside." Mike went to move away, not liking what he was doing, but it was better to cut the evening short than prolonging the awkwardness, when Steve stepped up close and rested his hand on Mike's hip. The heaviness and heat instantly had Mike immobile, so too the shock of being touched so intimately in a public bar.


  "I've disappointed you, haven't I?"


  "No." Now that was inane, but Mike couldn't think straight while Steve looked all hurt like that, and when Steve moved his palm surreptitiously up to Mike's waist, he pretty well stopped thinking at all.


  "Yes I have. I should have asked you what you'd like. Look, will you let me take you out again, maybe to a movie or a restaurant? I want to prove to you there's another side to me."


  Caught between saying what he knew he should and giving in to curiosity, Mike allowed the physical want that had been simmering in his veins from the moment he'd first laid eyes on Steve to dictate his actions. Not that he made a habit of allowing his body to decree which guys he went out with, but this was Jackman, the man he'd been dreaming of for the past few days, the man who, with one smile made him forget he was way out of his comfort zone.


  "Okay, tomorrow, dinner."


  "Yes!"


  Before Mike had a chance to react, Steve swooped down and kissed him, a full blown kiss that not only stopped the breath in Mike's lungs but half the pub's as well. The other half started hollering and catcalling and generally making it known they loved that two people could express themselves so freely. Well, at least Steve was expressing it. Mike was frozen solid, even when Steve released him he did little more than gape.


  "Oops." Steve's grin didn't hold any apologies though, instead it possessed that self-assurance Mike was beginning to realize was never far away. "Let's get you out of here." Placing a hand on Mike's back, Steve ushered him through the press of bodies, most of which were still staring.


  Grateful to get outside, Mike didn't offer any resistance when Steve continued to walk him down the street. He halted, however, when he noticed he was going the wrong way.


  "My car's back there," he said, slowly coming to his senses. Turning to face Steve, looking up into those warm eyes, that tantalizing smile, Mike worried he'd made the wrong choice. Some of that worry must have shown on his face because Steve's smile faded.


  "Don't change your mind. Let's have that dinner, see how it goes."


  "You're kind of pushy, you know that?" Mike said, trying to gain back a little control.


  "Yeah, I know, but I'm only coming on strong because I want you."


  "I think your kiss proved that."


  "Um, about that. Sorry. I actually didn't mean to kiss you in public, but that's what I meant about not being able to hide being gay. I'm a little impulsive and if someone attracts me, I show it."


  'Well that makes me feel special." Mike didn't mean to sound derisive, but his nerves were shot, and his body was tight with a desire he was better off not feeling right now.


  "No, I didn't mean it that way. I haven't been out with anyone for ages, but well, you know, I can't help looking if some cute guy walks past. How do you think I noticed you?"


  "You think I'm cute?" Mike asked, slightly mollified.


  "I think you're gorgeous," Steve quickly replied.


  Mike smiled then, relaxing for the first time since he'd walked into the pub. "Thank you."


  "So we're still on for dinner?"


  Mike sighed, realizing he wasn't going to get away without giving Steve another chance, despite his rather unorthodox display. "Yes. We're still on." Reconciling his words with actions, Mike pulled out his phone and took Steve's number, only a little disconcerted when Steve moved to stand behind him, his chest pressing against Mike's shoulder, his breath fanning across Mike's hair.


  "I liked that kiss," Steve whispered. "Pity it wasn't in private."


  Swallowing hard, Mike nodded.


  "Want to try it again?"


  "Here?" Surely Steve wasn't going to make another spectacle of them, was he?


  "There's a little alley just down there," Steve said, pointing to an unlit lane a few feet away. "Would that make you feel more comfortable?"


  "You can't wait until tomorrow?" Mike countered, though he had to admit he wouldn't mind kissing Steve again, just so he could appreciate it better this time.


  "No." And just like that, Mike found himself pressed up against a wall with Steve's lips on his.


  Protesting was futile, and Mike was honest enough to admit he didn't want to, so he moved into the kiss, sliding his arms around Steve's neck, but he barely managed to get them linked, and he had to push up on his toes so not to strain his neck. Fuck, Steve was tall, but he forgot all about that when, seconds later, Steve picked him up and cradled him in his arms.


  "That's better," Steve murmured before capturing Mike's mouth again.


  Caught off guard, it took Mike a moment to respond, then he tightened his grip around Steve's neck and leaned into him. Steve changed his hold and pinned Mike to the wall again, pulling on his thighs so Mike was spread open to him. He gasped in shock, and Steve took advantage, slipping his tongue inside. The warm slide of Steve's tongue on his had Mike moaning, but overly conscious of where Steve had his hands, Mike was finding it hard to concentrate on just the kiss.


  And then of course there was the growing bulge he could feel pressing between his thighs.


  Not daring to move, Mike tried not to think about how hard Steve was, or how big, but that became impossible when Steve shifted, bringing them closer together.


  "Um, Steve?"


  "Yeah?" Warm lips traveled down his neck, causing Mike to groan, but concerned this was getting a little out of control, he pushed against Steve's formidable chest. It was like pushing against a brick wall, unmoving, unresponsive. The man was pure muscle, and Mike imagined his small hands probably felt like nothing more than butterfly wings.


  "Steve…." The objection he was trying to utter got lost as Mike moaned again. This really wasn't the ideal place to be doing this, but Mike was becoming seriously turned on by the gentle way Steve was sucking on his neck, and the soft, but strong hold Steve had on his body, and by the oh so artful way in which he was grinding his hips into Mike's.


  Without conscious thought he surged into Steve's body, needing more of what Steve was giving him. He groaned louder, becoming lost in the sensations, even though a part of him was beginning to worry about getting caught.


  When Steve moved his mouth back up to Mike's he instantly forgot about where they were and whimpered, his cock now rock hard and desperately wanting what Steve was heading toward; release. Then Steve stopped, his body stilling, his mouth lifting. Mike blinked his eyes open, a protest forming on his lips, but Steve's smile robbed him of all but the ability to smile back.


  "You make the sweetest sounds when you're turned on," Steve murmured.


  "I do?" Slowly coming to his senses, Mike squirmed a little until Steve lowered him, holding on until he'd regained the use of his legs.


  "Are you okay?" Steve's concern was sweet, but Mike was too embarrassed by his wanton display to do more than nod.


  "Sure?" Steve looked at him for a moment, then stroked down Mike's face, his hand warm and tender.


  "I'm fine." He straightened his shirt and ran a slightly shaking hand through his disheveled hair, hoping Steve wouldn't notice how unsettled he was. This was so different from what he expected. The way Steve gently touched and kissed him was not the quick rough and tumble he'd assumed Steve would dish out, and Mike wasn't sure how to take it.


  "Good, then I'll take you to your car." Bending to give Mike a quick kiss, Steve curled his hand through Mike's and led him out of the alley.


  Overly conscious of who might spot them, Mike didn't look around, but kept his gaze glued to his feet. It wasn't as if he was ashamed of being seen coming out of an alley looking like he'd been thoroughly kissed, it was just that he didn't want to look like he wanted to go back and do it all again.


  ****


  The flat Mike stood outside was a scruffy, dirty, unkempt mirror image of its neighbors, all of which hardly looked good enough to house animals, let alone people. Standing in the middle of an industrial area, Mike had at first thought this block of dwellings were storage facilities, until he'd noticed the washing hanging off the outside balconies, and the children's toys scattered like so much flotsam among the cracked and litter-ridden expanse of concrete that was a sorry excuse for a communal garden.


  Steve's text asking him to come to his house instead of the restaurant they'd agreed on was the furthest thing Mike had expected. He'd thought Steve had wanted to try and impress him after the fiasco at the pub. Changing venues at short notice wasn't a way to do that, but it wasn't the change so much that dismayed him, it was where the hell he was. He checked the address again. This was definitely the right place, but surely Steve didn't live here?


  Disillusionment curdled through his stomach along with a little bit of apprehension. A gang of youths had moved into place at the far end of the building, looking like they were ready to rob anything that wasn't nailed down. Mike eyed them for a moment, wondering if Steve would be prepared to help him back to his car. A big man like him wouldn't be afraid of the skinny-looking thugs, or at least Mike assumed he wouldn't, but he wondered why Steve lived in an area like this, surely he could afford something better.


  Wincing, because he knew better than to question people's living arrangements, Mike still hesitated in knocking on the door. Steve was nothing like the type of man Mike usually associated with, and though he'd already decided to date Steve, specifically because the man attracted him like no one else he'd met, he was worried Steve was too singular, and they would never really find a common ground. Unless their attraction to each other was the common ground.


  Confused, uncertain, Mike hovered, his hands clenched at his sides. How far did Steve want to take this? He said he preferred dating than hooking up, but how many times did he date before he took a man to his bed, and did he then drop that man once he'd had enough? Mike wasn't really expecting a long term relationship with Steve, but he certainly would like to have more than just a few short nights with him. But he wouldn't even get that if he didn't take the plunge and knock on the damn door.


  Emboldened by the memories of Steve's sweet kisses, gentle touches, and the hard, thick press of Steve between his thighs, Mike quickly rapped his knuckles against the peeling paint and held his breath for the length of time it took Steve to answer him.


  "Mike? What are you doing here?"


  Staring at the man who stood there with a puzzled look on his face, Mike felt acutely let down. Since last night he'd been thinking of nothing else other than the chance to feel Steve's lips on his, to have Steve's strong arms hold him again, and to experience, once more, the subtle but skillful way Steve seemed to know how to turn him on. Apparently Steve's thoughts hadn't been along the same lines, or if they had been, they hadn't extended to remembering their date tonight.


  "I honestly don't know," Mike said, deciding he'd been right all along. Steve was not the man for him. Sexual attraction or not, Steve obviously didn't have the element Mike was looking for, specifically the ability to focus on the man he was courting.


  Turning abruptly away, he was halfway down the walkway before Steve caught up to him.


  "Hey, where are you going?"


  "Home."


  "Why?"


  Mike kept on walking. Surely the man wasn't serious?


  "Mike! Wait a minute!" Just before he got to the stairs, Steve grabbed his arm and swung him around. "Are you all right?"


  Of course he wasn't all right, what a stupid question to ask. Craning his neck to look Steve in the eye, Mike shook his head. "How could you forget our date?" he asked, pleased he'd managed to control the tremor in his voice and not come across as the frustrated man he was right now. That time in the alley had shown a side of Steve that Mike had wanted to explore further. The way Steve had kissed him, held him, he'd felt treasured, adored, wanted. Steve had even told him he wanted him. If that was the case he had a funny way of showing it.


  "I didn't forget our date," Steve replied, his puzzlement of earlier even more pronounced. "It's at seven."


  Mike shrugged off the hand holding him. "Exactly," he said, pulling out his phone and holding it up so Steve could see the time on the screen. "It's seven now."


  "Oh." Steve took a step back and glanced toward his open front door. "I was making your gift and I must have forgotten the time." A sheepish grin formed across his face. "Sorry."


  Bewildered, Mike wasn't sure what to do. Go home and forget about Steve, because the man truly was as unorthodox as they came, or forgive him and see what Steve was talking about? He peeked over the balcony at his car. The youths had gone, but Mike wasn't sure if he wanted to risk them appearing again if went down there on his own. "What gift?" he asked, intrigued now despite his misgivings.


  Steve's grin returned full force. "Come on, I'll show you. It's not really finished, but I think you'll like it." He tugged on Mike's hand, and Mike allowed himself to be pulled back to Steve's flat.


  The interior was a shock. Whereas the outside of the building looked half derelict, the inside of Steve's home was clean, inviting and well maintained. Stepping directly into the living room, Mike noted polished wooden floors, beautifully crafted rugs, an Italian leather lounge, a thick timbered dining table big enough to seat eight people, and an entertainment unit most men would have killed to own. The room was spacious, yet it gave an air of being warm and cozy, mainly because of several exquisite quilts draped casually over the arms and backs of chairs.


  As Steve dragged him to the oak kitchen and sat him down at the table, Mike wondered for a second if Steve lived with someone, like his mother perhaps. The place looked just this side of too neat and tidy, and there were definite feminine touches which Mike found hard to associate with Steve's rough man image.


  "I'll start dinner. It'll only take a few minutes, and while it's cooking, I'll show you what I'm making for you." Steve quickly started pulling out pots and pans, and after rummaging in the fridge, stopped and turned around. "Do you like steak?"


  Mike smiled, glad Steve had asked him and not just assumed. "Yes, thank you."


  "Good, 'cause that's all I think I've got right now. I forgot to do shopping this morning." His grin was infectious, and as he grabbed potatoes, raising a questioning brow until Mike nodded, he kept up a small line of chatter. With anyone else, Mike would have said they were nervous. Steve, however, was just being Steve; confident, cool, collected.


  Leaning back into the chair, Mike took an opportunity to glance around the room again. "This looks nothing like the outside," he said, knowing he was stating the obvious, but the difference was startling enough to mention.


  Steve nodded. "I know. I had to refurbish when I moved in here. It was a dump. There were holes in the walls, the wood was rotting, the plumbing leaked, and the electrics didn't work."


  "So why did you move here then?" With the money Steve had evidently spent doing the place up, wouldn't he have been better off living somewhere else?


  "I didn't really have any choice. It was move in here, or off site, and I'd rather live onsite until the work is done." Steve held up a bottle of spices. "Do you like a little extra flavor?" he asked.


  Mike absently agreed. "What do you mean when the work is done? Are you talking about the work you're doing in the city?"


  "No, the work here, on this site. The whole place is going to be demolished and I'm putting up new dwellings and a shopping center." Holding out his hand, Steve smiled. "I'll show you."


  Bemused, Mike let Steve haul him to his feet and drag him to another room, one Mike assumed was a bedroom. He got a quick glimpse of an open door further down the hall before Steve ushered him inside. On a table in the middle of the room stood a three dimensional model. It had four large buildings sitting side by side, surrounded by trees and shrubbery, there were even little model cars to show where they could park.


  "This is where I'm living now," Steve said, pointing to a building furthest away from the corner of the plot. "And this is the first one to be torn down," he added, pointing to the one on the corner. "I'll be rebuilding one, two and three bedroom apartments, and when that's finished, I'll be able to move the people who live in my building to that one, then I'll tear this one down and start on the commercial section. When that's finished I'll be starting on the two buildings in the middle until I've got three buildings for dwellings and one for shops." Grinning from ear to ear and obviously proud, Steve seemed to be waiting for Mike to say something, but Mike didn't know what to say. He was stunned.


  It was clear Steve wasn't just talking about overseeing the project; he was talking as if he owned the land and would be the owner of the buildings once they were done. "That's going to take a long time," Mike said, opting for something safe and not jumping to conclusion.


  'Yeah, about two to three years, but it'll be worth it. Low cost housing is hard to find, and these people need it. Most of their rent will be subsidized by the government, but without somewhere to live they would be out on the street."


  Steve's enthusiasm for the project was amazing, seriously capturing Mike's interest, but it was Steve's intentions to solve some of the city's housing problems that blew Mike away. There was no way Steve could know Mike's job was to help disadvantaged families, and what Steve was doing was so close to his heart that he just stood there, even more stunned than he'd been moments ago.


  "You don't like it?" The wounded look in Steve's eyes and the injured tone to his voice had Mike instantly babbling to reassure him.


  "God, no, it's fantastic. I just didn't think… I never believed… I mean I didn't realize…. Shit!" Mike shook his head. He was going about his apology the wrong way, and an apology was what he owed Steve. "I took you for some rough, insensitive guy who thought going to the pub was the highlight of his day, and who didn't know how to treat a date properly, and I sincerely regret that, because that's not who you are; you're smart and sexy and you've got this confidence about you which I find overwhelming, and now you're doing something worthwhile for the community and I was being a snob wondering why you lived in a place like this, and now I know, and…." Mike stopped, feeling like a complete dickhead. "I think I should go," he said, knowing he'd ruined any chance of anything with Steve, but Steve's soft smile, and the hand he put on Mike's arm, stopped him.


  "You think I'm smart and sexy?"


  Nervous now about Steve's reaction, Mike nodded. "I've always thought you sexy. When I first saw you, I was utterly fascinated. The way you handled that jackhammer…." Looking up at Steve, into those soft brown eyes, Mike suddenly wanted Steve to jackhammer his ass the same way he did the pavement: hard and without remorse.


  The grin that stretched Steve's wide lips said he'd guessed what Mike was thinking. "You're right about me not knowing how to treat a date properly, and for that I'm sorry, but that's why I asked you here. I figured if you saw a different side to me it might help." Capturing Mike's hand again, a trait Mike was becoming used to, Steve dragged him out of that room and into another.


  This was where Mike's stunned amazement reached its zenith. This was obviously a sewing room - if the two sewing machines and the rows and rows of cloth bolts were anything to go by - but it wasn't just the evidence of paraphernalia that told Mike what went on in this room, it was the finished product. The quilts and throws he'd seen in the living room unmistakably originated here. Each one was made from a patchwork of exquisite colors and patterns, the gorgeous execution and attention to detail utterly breathtaking. Again, for an instant, Mike wondered if Steve lived with his mom or someone, but it became instantly clear this was all Steve's work when he pulled one of the quilts toward him.


  "I made it to match your eyes," he said. The aqua blues and greens were offset by deeper midnight hues, the edges embroidered with striates of gold and black. It was large enough to fit a bed, or to use as a wrap on cold winter nights.


  Mike fingered the silk squares and felt more like an asshole than he had a moment ago. "This is beautiful."


  "So are your eyes," Steve said, grinning once again. "It's not quite finished yet. I'll give it to you tomorrow."


  "You want me to come back to pick it up?" Mike wasn't quite sure why he asked that, because he had a feeling that wasn't was Steve was saying.


  Steve just smiled and pulled Mike into his arms. "You can come back, or you can stay the night. It's up to you."


  Encompassed in Steve's hold, Mike felt a lot of the tension that had built up in the last few minutes ease away. "You're definitely not the man I thought you were."


  "I know I gave you the wrong impression at first, but sitting at bars playing pool is not my thing either. I really prefer to curl up with a good book and snuggle up to a nice guy. And when I'm tense or need to express myself, I make these quilts. Which, by the way, I give to charity shops." Steve tightened his arms around Mike, their steel strength holding him close, but within that embrace, Mike could feel him tremble. "I like you, Mike, and I'd like to spend some time to get to know you. Do you think you'd like to get to know me?"


  After everything he'd just said about Steve, Mike did not expect the man to want to still be around him, but Mike wasn't going to throw away the opportunity to find out everything he could about this fascinating marshmallow-filled giant. He nodded then smiled, leaning in to that rock hard chest. "Yes please."


  ****


  "Hey, babe? Where do you want me to put this?" Steve stood with a bedside table cradled in his arms. Mike looked at him, exhausted.


  "Anywhere, I don't care."


  "You said that about the last three things I brought in," Steve muttered, striding off to the spare room to no doubt put the table beside all of Mike's other belongings.


  "I never knew I had so much stuff. What the hell am I supposed to do with it all? It's not like I'm really going to need it. Why didn't I just give it to that charity shop you go to so frequently?" Mike hauled himself after Steve and eyed the growing pile taking up most of Steve's space.


  "We can sort it later. That was the last of it anyway." Steve started peeling off his sweat-soaked shirt, quickly wiped himself down, the muscles he was so fond of exposing rippling beneath glistening skin.


  Caught watching, Mike tried not to show how affected he was by that superb display, but when Steve swooped in to pick him up and carry him to the bedroom, Mike realized he hadn't tried hard enough.


  "Steve! Put me down!" Slung over Steve's shoulder, any effort to get free was a complete waste of time. In Steve's arms, Mike could never get free unless Steve was ready to let him go.


  Dumped unceremoniously on the bed, Mike huffed out a lungful of air. "You're not," he stuttered, watching as Steve started undoing his jeans.


  "Sure I am. May as well start what we mean to continue."


  "But don't you have to be on the building site or something? Don't you have some holes to fill?" Mike hadn't moved. He actually couldn't; the way Steve shed his jeans and climbed onto the bed had him transfixed.


  "There's only one hole I'm interested in filling right now." Steve's declaration shot a shiver down Mike's spine, and as Steve climbed over the top of him, holding him down with one huge but gentle hand on his chest, Mike was practically shaking. The look of desire and determination in Steve's eyes didn't help him either.


  Giving up on protesting, because he didn't mean it anyway, and Steve knew that, Mike quickly stripped while Steve grabbed the bottle of lube.


  "Turn over."


  Mike did as he was told, pulling up a pillow and leaning into it with his arms crossed while sticking his ass up in the air. He buried his face when Steve slid a finger into him, the cool gel and the thick digit causing him to bite down on the feather filled cotton. That first initial burn always had him gritting his teeth, but Steve was always gentle and he always made sure Mike was fully stretched before he went any further. Today was no different, and after a few moments in which Mike had begun to relax and enjoy what Steve was doing to him, he felt Steve change position and grab hold of his hips.


  "Ready?"


  Mike nodded, and for emphasis wiggled his ass, easily imagining the look on Steve's face as he did it. He waited, holding his breath as Steve modified his hold, sliding his palms under Mike's slim thighs and pulling him higher. Then he felt that deep penetrating push; the one that kept him breathless until Steve was fully seated.


  "Okay, babe?"


  "Yeah. I'm fine." And he was. He loved this, loved the way Steve treated him so reverently, so caringly, but it was at this point Mike wanted something else. He turned to look over his shoulder, staring into Steve's warm brown eyes. "Jackman. Fuck me."


  Steve's grin was all Mike needed to know he was going to get his ass pounded into next week. Steve pulled most of the way out, then plunged back inside, quickly starting up an unrelenting pace that drove Mike into a fantasy he never got tired of experiencing. Hard, deep, uncompromising, the thick length that powered into him had Mike groaning and burying his head back into the pillow.


  Steve altered his angle a little, and Mike's body instantly lit up. "Oh, fuck, Jackman. Yes! Fucking hammer me!"


  Steve's grunt of assent was all Mike heard before Steve sped up and Mike lost the ability to do anything other than get ready to come. The relentless pulverizing action of Steve's hips pushed Mike to the point of no return, and then he hung there, his back bowed, his senses strung, his eyes screwed tight, a scream forming on his lips.


  "Mikey."


  That was it. That was the trigger Mike needed to be thrown over the edge into such extreme pleasure he nearly blacked out. His cock pulsed, spewing thick threads of milky seed at the same time Steve slammed home and stayed there; their cries mingling, their ragged gasps in sync. Then Steve collapsed, trapping Mike to the bed, his heavy weight almost crushing him.


  "Get off, you big oaf!" Mike pushed ineffectively against Steve's bulk, but Steve rolled over anyway, dragging Mike with him to lay him on his chest. Sticky, sweaty, and barely able to hold his head up, Mike looked down on his Jackman, the only one who could take his ass apart and put it back together. "Thank you."


  Steve's smile as he looked back up at him was filled with the tenderness he never failed to show Mike after they'd made love. He stroked down Mike's back, the callused tips of his fingers lightly scraping. "What are you thanking me for? Loving your tight little ass, or finally persuading you to move in here?"


  "I've been practically living here for the past couple of months, so you didn't have to persuade too hard, so no, it wasn't that. I was thanking you for still allowing me to indulge in my game."


  Steve's laughter was no less than Mike expected. "Calling me Jackman when you're getting your ass reamed?"


  Mike nodded, still feeling a little embarrassed about the time he'd first screamed out his fantasy name for Steve. "I'm glad you think it's funny."


  "It's not funny, it's great. I love it when you lose yourself like that." Steve pulled him down for a kiss, taking Mike's mouth in a way that was as possessive as it was gentle. "I love you."


  Smiling, Mike cuddled into Steve's arms. "I love you too."


  "Good. Now get your ass out of bed, pretty as it may be, because we have a building to start construction on."


  Mike groaned. He knew damn well what was scheduled for today, but after what they'd just shared he'd hoped Steve might have given him a break. No such luck. He rolled over, resigned to spending the day with a shovel in his hand, though there wasn't much he'd be doing with it; then, he had an idea. "Care to show me how to use that jackhammer of yours?"


  Steve raised an eyebrow, a wicked smile stretching his lips. "I thought that's what I'd just been doing, but of course, if you need another lesson…"


  THE END
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  JAYDED SUNRISE


  by Shayla Mist


  CHAPTER 1


  Maui, 86° F. I could feel the sweat rolling down my skin even though I'd just exited the hotel two minutes earlier. Last week I dreamt about this moment. Well, not really this particular moment – squinting because of the sun, in spite of my dark sunglasses, and sweating like a pregnant nun- but I was so happy to finally have a reason to go on holiday. And what better reason than my own sister's wedding? Now that I had just broken up with the guy I had been dating for almost a year? Not so much. I just wanted everything to be over with.


  My cell phone rang noisily, thankfully chasing away my thoughts, which started to turn gloomy. Kathleen.


  "Hey, sis!"


  I tried my best to sound as cheerful as possible. The last thing I wanted was to worry my sister when she was just three more days away from the most important event of her life.


  "Cole, you're still not here! I've been waiting for twenty minutes!"


  I peered down at my watch finding, not surprisingly so, that I was only five minutes late to our meeting.


  "Is my little sister becoming a bridezilla? It's not my fault you went twenty minutes early." Which I knew wasn't true anyway – she was just exaggerating, as usual.


  "Cole!" she cried and, though I couldn't see her, I knew she was pouting with her hands on her hips like she always did when she was upset about something. I usually loved teasing her, but this time I took pity on her and swallowed all the sarcastic comments that lay on the tip of my tongue. She was about to get married after all. And I definitely wouldn't have liked to become her bullying target for the remaining three days.


  "All right, all right. I'm coming!"


  Thankfully I spotted a taxi heading my way. I waved it down, hurriedly got in, and recited the address I had dutifully memorized before leaving the hotel room. Fifteen minutes later the taxi stopped in front of a fancy flower shop, its windows adorned with rose bouquets.


  Ok, so I was a bit late. It wasn't my fault my sister woke me up when I was trying to sleep away my jet lag. Kathleen did not seem to sympathize with me though.


  "Come on already, Cole! You're moving like a damn snail," she scolded.


  I rolled my eyes grinning as I leaned down to give her a sloppy kiss on the cheek. Kathleen sighed and gave in, smiling despite her better judgment.


  She went towards the counter and started talking with the shop assistant while I took my time to admire the interior.


  "Cole, come here!" Kathleen waved for me to get closer with an annoyed look on her face. The shop assistant started showing us a catalogue full of photos of various flower bouquets. I couldn't believe she was getting married in three days! My younger sister… I watched her with mixed feelings of pride and longing while she had an animated discussion with the flower girl. Her slightly plump hands waved restlessly around and her usually calm voice reverberated throughout the room. Then, all of a sudden, her eyes got watery. Uh-oh…


  "Don't worry. Whatever it is, we're gonna solve it." I said, patting her softly on the back.


  "Don't worry? You're telling me not to worry?" she burst out, a fat tear falling down her cheek. "I'm getting married in 3… not even 3 days and all my bouquets are ruined! What am I going to do?"


  Kathleen covered her face in her palms and started sobbing her heart out while I exchanged an awkward look with the shop assistant.


  "What's the problem with the bouquets anyway?"


  "Well, Miss Kathleen wanted Iceberg roses for the flower arrangements, but unfortunately we've just received notice that the delivery will be delayed. They won't be here in time for the wedding." The woman explained. She assured me there were plenty of other flower varieties to choose from.


  This was the big problem? Seriously? My god, I would never understand women, even those I was related to by blood.


  "Kathleen, what's the big deal? We'll just choose something else. Any flower is beautiful, right?"


  Kathleen didn't answer, but kept on wailing.


  "Umm... Miss, would you excuse us? We'll be back in an hour."


  The woman gave me a relieved smile. I grabbed Kathleen and led her towards the exit.


  We found a nice coffee shop and, after ordering an iced coffee and sipping from it, my sister seemed to relax.


  "Seriously, honey, calm down."


  She noisily blew her nose with a paper napkin and checked her make-up, which surprisingly remained flawless. Hurray for waterproof mascara!


  "You'll have puffy eyes at your wedding."


  This seemed to permanently settle Kathleen down. She blew her nose one last time and chuckled.


  "You're right. I was overreacting. Honestly, I don't know what's wrong with me. I've never been this emotional in my life."


  "You're just stressed out. It's normal. You're getting married," I replied grinning.


  Kathleen happily smiled back.


  "What do you say? Shall we go back there and order some nice flowers?"


  Kathleen nodded in agreement and started talking about roses versus lilies while I prayed to God for this wedding to come sooner.


  ****


  Two hours later I was back in my hotel room. A single room. Kathleen didn't even try to hide her giddiness when I told her Oliver "won't be able to come because of some work related problems." I wondered how she would have reacted at the news of us being history. She'd probably have thrown a party. She most likely will once I tell her the truth.


  I should have listened to her. It wasn't just her either. My mother and all my friends, whom I had pushed away because of him, had all warned me about Oliver. How come I was the only one who hadn't seen his true colours? Why did I always find excuses for his bad behaviour? Even after he cheated on me, why had I forgiven him instead of dumping him like I should have? Did I really think he'd change for my sake? No... It was useless thinking about it now. It was over; like it should have been a long time ago.


  Outside, the sun was setting over the palm trees, enveloping everything in beautiful shades of violet and pink. It must be nice to live in a place like this, I thought. To wake up every morning at the sight of the beach sheltered by coconut trees and the purest blue water there is on the planet spreading in front of your eyes, to feel the sand beneath your naked soles and hear the song of the waves while someone hugs you from behind and hands you a cup full of steamy, freshly brewed coffee.


  I was daydreaming too much again. When my thoughts were left to wander I tended to mull over how alone I was and how much I wanted to leave my days of solitude behind me. I knew I was being sappy but I couldn't help it after all that had happened recently. God, I was turning into a woman with all of these maudlin thoughts!


  Suddenly the room was starting to feel suffocating and I quickly decided that I needed something to distract me.


  After a hot shower and a hasty survey of my suitcase, I threw on a tight pair of jeans and a plain black shirt, which I chose to leave half unbuttoned. 'I won't let Oliver ruin my vacation', I told myself while looking one last time in the mirror. I know I didn't have the most handsome face, but I spent years turning my body into a piece of art. There were plenty of men out there who wouldn't mind getting a sample of it. And even if I didn't find any, at least I'd find quality whiskey to drown my sorrows.


  The hotel's bar was relatively empty. I debated whether to go in search of a pub in town but the decision was taken away from me as the insistent buzz of my cell phone made me hastily choose to seat on a stool. I pressed the green button without bothering to check the caller ID.


  "Hey, bro', what's up?"


  My heart constricted a little when I recognized my future brother-in-law's voice. I had to admit, half of me wished it was Oliver. The bastard didn't even bother calling to apologize for what he did to me. I was such an idiot for still thinking of him...


  "Hi, Jake. You're bored?"


  "What do you think? All she did was talk about flowers the whole day. Man, I was about to lose my mind."


  I couldn't help but laugh. Poor Jake! And he would have to spend his whole life with her. It's this kind of moments that made me happy I was gay.


  A movement to my right made me lift my eyes just in time to watch the sexiest ass I had ever seen taking a seat on the next stool. I couldn't really hear what Jake was saying because my attention had inevitably shifted to the young man sitting beside me. His body was slim and toned – beautiful long legs and sexy biceps made my mouth water imagining what lay beneath those thin layers of fabric. And then I raised my gaze from his arms and met with a pair of huge green eyes that looked straight at me. Damn! Surely I must have let out a strangled moan because the guy gave me a knowing grin. Ah, and what a pair of lips!


  "Cole? Cooole. You still there?"


  "Oh, yeah, sorry Jake. You were saying?"


  The green-eyed beauty gave me an appreciative glance, his eyes stopping on my half naked chest. He seemed to really enjoy the view.


  Jake's voice distracted me again. "I said Will's taking me out for a beer to save me from your sister," he said in a slightly annoyed voice. "Wanna come with us? We're going to the club where I'll have my bachelor's party. You know, to test the atmosphere."


  "I beg your pardon! What do you want to test, mister?" My sister shrieked in the background. I couldn't help chuckling. Jake wasn't gonna get any tonight.


  "Calm down, sweetie. We're just testing the beer, that's all." Jake said in a strangled voice, while the man seated next to me ordered a martini in a totally different tone – warm and sensual, the kind of voice that made one's mind stray towards inappropriate images. Or maybe that's just me.


  "Cole?"


  "Oh, yes. Sorry again, Jake. I'll pass. I'm still tired after the plane ride, you know." And I have better plans than spending the time with two straight bachelors. But, of course, I kept that to myself.


  "You sound like an old man. Fine! I'll see you tomorrow then." Jake sighed, cutting off.


  I put the phone back in my impossibly tight jeans, relieved that nothing was distracting me from my target any longer. I felt guilty for a passing moment, but then the image of Oliver, breathing like a fucking pig as he was plunging inside his unnamed conquest in my bed reminded me why I shouldn't feel guilty at all. On the contrary, I should feel damn lucky and proud of myself. There was a freaking gorgeous and interested man sitting next to me and I'd be damned if I wouldn't take advantage of it.


  As if reading my mind, Mr. Gorgeous took a sip from his glass licking his lips while giving me an intense look.


  "Hi there. Alone in Maui?"


  He blushed slightly and nodded. "What about you?"


  I ordered a glass of whiskey as the bartender approached. I could feel his eyes on me the whole time. "Same here."


  "That's a pity. Hawaii's not the kind of place to visit on your own."


  "I could say the same to you," I retorted, raising my eyebrows, and leaned closer to him. He smelled of freshly ground coffee, my favourite smell in the whole world. This must have been destiny, I was sure of it.


  He chuckled in a low guttural tone. "What makes you think I don't already have my sights on someone?"


  His eyelashes fluttered and his cheeks became dusted with a shade of pink. How cute! It's unbelievable how someone could look shy and daring at the same time, but he managed to give off that exact impression.


  "Well, what makes you think I don't either?" I told him winking.


  We both burst out laughing. His blush seemed to intensify more and I couldn't stop looking at his face. It was simply bewitching.


  "What's your name?"


  He startled and gave me another intense gaze.


  "Does it matter?"


  I seriously pondered for a little bit. Well, it shouldn't really matter. Before dating Oliver, the biggest mistake of my life, I'd had many unnamed one-night-stands in my bed. But somehow, it felt wrong not asking for his name. Especially since he was the first one I had flirted with since my break-up.


  I nodded smiling at him.


  "Will you remember it then?"


  "Of course I will!" I answered laughing. "What kind of question is that?" Seriously, how could I ever forget such a pretty guy's name? I didn't tell him this. It sounded like a way too sappy pick-up line.


  "All right then," he said shrugging and leaned against me until his mouth was only an inch away from my ear. I could feel his breath tickling my skin. "Jayden. That's my name."


  "Jayden," I pronounced it, a little out of breath. "Well, Jayden, I'm Cole" I gulped down my last bit of whiskey enjoying the pleasant burn as it slid down my throat. "What do you say we get out of here?"


  Jayden gave a start and looked at me with a mix of doubt and shyness. For a moment I asked myself if I had gotten all his signals wrong. But then he smiled softly and nodded, biting his lips. Ah, I might not be able to walk now, my jeans were that tight.


  "Your room?" he whispered as we got off our stools and I barely kept myself from stumbling over my own legs. Damn, this guy sure knew how to drive a man insane.


  The elevator ride felt longer than an eternity. I sensed the tension between us rising with every floor we passed. It felt like being on the edge of an electrical shock. I knew Jayden could feel it too. His breathing seemed to resound in the cramped space. Finally the car stopped with a ding and the doors slid open. We both breathed in relief.


  We arrived in the room, still chaotic from my hasty leave. Clothes lay in a mess all over the floor, but Jayden didn't seem to notice. He ran straight to the balcony and opened the door leaning over the railing with an awed expression.


  "Wow, you can see the sea from up here!"


  He had a child-like expression of pure joy on his face. I got the unbearable urge to kiss him. And that's what I did. Leaning over, I gently cupped his face in my hands and planted a kiss on his soft lips. Jayden sighed quietly and melted against me, opening his mouth and allowing my tongue in. We kissed hesitantly at first, but then, more and more passionately. Our tongues duelled until we were left out of breath, yet I was still reluctant to let go. I wished I could drink him all in, taste his sweetness in my mouth forever. It had been a long time since I'd desired someone with such intensity. It was almost frightening.


  At last, Jayden broke our kiss and looked at me with a mix of desire and vulnerability. Was he feeling the same? I took his hand and tugged him towards the bed with a questioning look. He smiled shyly and sat on the edge of the bed. That cute blush still hadn't left his cheeks. He seemed even more timid now – his tongue darted out every few seconds moistening his lips and he was reluctant to meet my gaze.


  "Jayden, it's OK if you don't..." I started, taking pity on him.


  "No!" he cried, raising abruptly and grabbing my shirt in his fists. "You have no idea how much I've longed for this!"


  His intensity surprised me. We had only met each other 10 minutes ago or so. Or maybe he wasn't talking about me at all. Maybe he was referring to intimacy in general. Could it be that this beautiful guy had never experienced this with another man?


  "Are you a virgin?" I asked a bit dumbfounded.


  He shook his head avoiding my gaze. I could barely hide my relief.


  "Then what is it?"


  "I just want you. That's all."


  He didn't wait for me to answer, but jumped on the bed and, despite his furious blush, he started to slowly take off his top. I watched him mesmerized, admiring his smooth chest and his dark erect nipples. His fingers darted towards his belt and I groaned as he slowly started unbuckling it. I couldn't take it any longer. I took my shirt off with trembling fingers and climbed over him bringing him close for a searing kiss. Our naked chests connected - hot skin on hot skin. I pressed him harder against me until our cocks touched, still trapped in our tight jeans, creating a delicious friction. We were soon humping each other like a pair of teenage boys. His moans made the most beautiful music I had ever heard.


  I finally let go of his mouth and pulled away to admire his body. Splayed half naked on the bed with his lips puffy and red and breathing heavily while looking at me with lusty eyes from beneath his long eyelashes, he was a true work of art. I leaned down and savoured the taste of his skin, kissing and biting his nipples gently, while caressing his erection through his pants. Jayden moaned softly beneath me, undulating to meet my touch.


  "Please, Cole, please," he begged in a cute strangled voice. That was the cue I was waiting for. With slow motions, I unzipped his pants and took them off of him. Then I slowly tasted his member through his boxers' fabric until he started digging his nails in my shoulders.


  "Please!"


  I chuckled and took his boxers off as well, finally getting to admire his whole beauty. He was gorgeous, white and smooth and lean. And he smelled so damn good. I bent down and captured his throbbing member in my mouth, savouring his fresh taste. Jayden let out a strangled scream and fisted the sheets beneath us. He chanted my name like a mantra while I took more of him in my mouth and gently massaged his balls and his nipples. He opened his eyes and looked at me with a frown of concentration, weak moans escaping his half opened lips. And that passionate look as our gazes connected. I'd never felt this bewitched by a stranger before.


  "Cole... I'm not..." he stuttered as his body tensed up. I felt his testicles tighten up in my hand and I knew he was close. I chuckled and caressed his slit with my tongue and he went crazy, crying out as he released his bitter essence in my mouth. I swallowed it all moaning until he tugged at my shoulders. He pulled me up for a deep kiss.


  "God, you taste so good," I whispered nipping gently at his neck. I've always had a fetish for necks and his was beautiful – long and graceful, almost feminine. I barely suppressed the need to mar it with love bites.


  "Me too," he breathed out in a voice just above a whisper.


  "Hmm?"


  "I want to taste you too," he pleaded in a childish voice. "It's not fair. You're not even naked yet."


  I looked down at myself and, indeed, I was still wearing my jeans that were now wet with precum. I let out a low chuckle and got myself naked.


  "You don't really have to, you know?"


  "I want to," he said pouting and eagerly got down on his knees.


  My shaft throbbed in anticipation. Jayden opened his mouth and plunged forward taking me by surprise. He sucked on it clumsily and it was pretty obvious he was not an expert in this field. Yet, his enthusiasm was more than enough incentive. I guided his head with a tender touch to keep him from choking on it. All the while, his eyes never left mine. It was the most erotic scene I had ever seen. It didn't take long for my climax to approach.


  "Jayden," I warned him pulling at his shoulder to make him stop. He didn't though. His sucking intensified and he moaned looking at me with pleading eyes. It was impossible to hold myself back. With a strangled cry, I let out jet after jet of hot sperm in his eager mouth. Jayden swallowed with gusto, a few drops escaping his lips and fell on the carpet. He moaned and kept on sucking me gently until my legs gave out.


  I tugged him onto the bed and we lay there, breathing heavily and grinning like a pair of idiots. He hesitated a moment and then he put his head on my chest, inhaling deeply.


  I was almost on the brink of sleep when a phone chirped loudly in the background. I knew it wasn't mine from the sound of the ringtone. Jayden got off the bed hastily and started fumbling for his clothes while I took advantage of the moment to admire his superbly sculpted ass. Hmm, I wondered if he was up for round two.


  My hopes crumbled when I saw him putting his jeans on in a hurry.


  "Sorry," he said after having a hushed conversation on his phone. "I gotta go."


  "Sure," I replied smiling, trying hard not to show my disappointment.


  Jayden hesitated before leaving. Then, suddenly determined, he bent down and gave me a long passionate kiss. I eagerly answered him with an avid sweep of my tongue, pulling him flush against me.


  "Will I see you again?" I heard myself asking and I cringed at the sound of my needy voice.


  "Oh, I'm sure we'll see each other... soon," he replied with an odd expression.


  I watched him leave, with bitter disappointment. I already felt lonelier than ever.


  CHAPTER 2


  I woke up more refreshed than ever, the nightmares I'd been having for a week, since catching my boyfriend cheating on me, were completely wiped away from my mind like debris washed away by the rainstorm.


  The clock on my cell phone's screen showed it was 8 am. Shit! I was late to breakfast with my family.


  Sighing, I unwrapped myself from the cozy cocoon of blankets and entered the bathroom for a quick shower. Afterwards, I put on a pair of baggy jeans, a plain white T-shirt and my comfy flip flops and rushed out the door.


  I wondered if I'd ever meet Jayden again. Stupid me, I didn't even ask for a phone number. Not that he gave any indication that he was interested in a repeat performance. Or was he? Judging by that parting kiss... Oh, dammit, I should really stop thinking about that, especially before breakfast with my mother.


  "Oh, sweetie, you're finally here!" Mom called when she spotted me at the restaurant's entrance - not a very subtle lady, my Mom.


  The table they were sitting at was huge. Both my Mom and my Dad were looking at me expectantly while Kathleen barely raised her eyes from her omelet. I spotted Jake and Will, his best friend, who waved at me and moved to make a place at the table. There was also Alicia, Deana and another woman whose name I always forgot - my sister's maids of honour, and another unknown guy who was hunched over the table, looking down at the menu. I gave my Mom a peck on the cheek and said hello to everyone, taking a seat between Will and the anonymous girl. The waiter offered me the menu and asked whether I'd like tea or coffee. I, on the other hand, was scanning the restaurant hoping to see a green-eyed brunet. Really, I was acting like a teenager. Even the voice in my head snickered.


  All of a sudden though, Jake disturbed my search by addressing me.


  "So what did you do yesterday?"


  "Umm... you know. Stuff..." I said shrugging. Mainly shagged, my inner voice whispered giggling. Gosh, it's amazing what fooling around with someone could do to your optimism. Take that, Oliver! You're not the only one who can get down and dirty.


  "Oh, right, Jayden, you remember Cole, right?" Jake said turning towards the guy who's been sitting with his face planted in the menu from the moment I had arrived. My heart skipped a beat at the sound of that name. The stranger nodded not taking his face out of the menu. What a weirdo... Oh, right, now that I thought about it, didn't Jake have a brother by that name?


  "Dude, stop being so rude." Jake said, elbowing the guy.


  "Honey, stop bothering him." Kathleen surprisingly jumped to the guy's rescue. "You know Jay felt sick this morning. He wouldn't have come to breakfast if not for you insisting. Gee..."


  "Oh, right, right. Sorry, baby." Jake's pleads interrupting her. He looked a little pale.


  My God, pussy whipped much? Will and I exchanged amused looks, trying our best to cover our sniggers.


  "Anyway, Cole, this is my brother, Jayden, you met two years ago." Jake said, gesturing towards the menu guy. I nodded. Not much to do but that. My hazy memory supplied the image of a nerdy looking guy. Right, when lil' sis met Jake, he and his brother were visiting their relatives for Christmas. Those relatives just happened to be our neighbours and family friends but, somehow, every time Jake and his brother came to visit them for the holidays, Kathleen and I were always spending the summer or winter elsewhere. That year though, Kathleen and Jake had finally met. Boy, I still felt like vomiting when I remembered how much those two flirted! The brother though... Well that one was a blurry figure indeed. All I could remember was that he was very fat and had a pair of really large, thick glasses. Super nerdy. Oh, and he always ran away every time he saw me. Weird fellow. No wonder he was hiding his face in the menu - it totally suited his character.


  "Here's your tea, sir." the waiter said, appearing almost out of nowhere. I thanked him, grabbed my cup and proceeded in dipping the tea bag in hot water.


  "So, honey, how is Oliver doing?" my mother asked in a fake cheerful voice. "It's such a pity he couldn't come to the wedding?" Right...


  "He's fine Mom. He's just busy with work. He sent his best wishes, of course." I replied faking a smile of my own.


  "Of course." Mom replied with a tight smile.


  "Who's Oliver?" Unnamed girl asked.


  "My boyfriend."


  I only had time to register a clinking of porcelain before someone yelped loudly.


  "Shit! Jay, are you alright?" Jake cried hastily grabbing a towel and wiping at his brother's hand. A very red and very slim hand in comparison to what.... Oh My God.... Don't tell me.


  My instincts all screamed at me to raise my eyes and as I did so the same pair of enticing green eyes that I had been searching for so frantically all morning met mine with a look of horror. "Shit" we both whispered at the same time. Me- shocked, him - guiltily.


  ****


  "So... got a bit of a make-over, didn't you, Jayden?" I said smiling tightly while cutting my sausages with unnecessary vengeance.


  Jayden coughed and took a sip of his coffee avoiding my eyes.


  "Doesn't he look awesome?" Kathleen butted in, most likely - scratch that - hopefully unaware of the tension between us. God, I just slept with my brother-in-law's brother! If Jake found out I was dead meat. Not that I couldn't pack a mean punch myself, but... Kathleen would never forgive me. Damn... Did Jake even know that his brother was gay?


  I should have known he was too good to be true. And that idiot. What was he doing flaunting himself at me? Didn't he recognize me?


  I looked at his still blushing face and the way his eyes darted nervously towards me. The hell he didn't! It's not like I was the one who lost a bunch of weight in the past two years.


  Kathleen kept chatting in the background about how hard Jayden has worked to lose weight but I only half listened to her, still shell-shocked. It was a good thing though since everyone took Jayden's blush for him being shy. Oh, but I knew better. The little bastard.


  "Actually, Cole, I kinda have a favour to ask of you," Jake said when Kathleen stopped talking to take a sip from her coffee.


  "What is it?" I asked sighing with relief at the change of topic.


  "Well, Jayden has just found a job in New York." So... not a change of topic.


  "Jake!" I heard Jayden whisper horrified while pulling at his brother's shirt. He looked like a frightened kid. For a moment the image of that same look on his face when he was getting undressed on my bed flashed before my eyes. Ugh... Mrs. Porter breastfeeding, Mrs. Porter breastfeeding! I inwardly chanted in the hopes of banishing away my sudden burst of desire. Mrs. Porter was my fat neighbor who's just given birth to her third child. I'm sorry Mrs. Porter, but this always works.


  "Cole, you still there?" Jake asked waving a hand before my eyes while everyone around the table started laughing. Who knows what kind of expression I must have had?


  "Go on." I said waving a hand dismissively.


  "Like I was saying, Jayden found a job in NY and he'll be moving out next month. But, you see, he doesn't know anyone there."


  Shit, I could see where this was going. I looked at Jayden who was blushing furiously hiding his face while pretending to scratch his forehead. My God, was Jake offering me his little brother on a silver platter? How would I be able to stay away from him like that?


  The waiter came with a cup of coffee handing it to me and I took a sip grateful for the pause. I quickly set the cup down after the liquid burned by tongue.


  "So, you want me to babysit your brother, huh?"


  Jake snickered and I laughed looking at Jayden. He stopped hiding his face and was now watching me with an expression of pure indignation. He was so freaking cute! Which reminded me... I didn't even know how old he was. He was definitely legal, that's for sure. Wasn't he?


  "Thank you very much, but I can manage on my own." Jayden spat out, shooting a deathly glare towards Jake and me.


  "Oh, don't be shy, honey." Kathleen interjected looking at Jayden "I'm sure Cole would love to show you around NY."


  "That's right," my mother said nodding in agreement. "He doesn't have a job anyway."


  From the corner of my eye I could see my father elbowing her gently. I inhaled softly, trying my best to keep my cool. You'd think by now I'd have gotten used to it, but it still hurt hearing my mother's obvious disapproval.


  "I do have a job. It's called journalism."


  "Oh, nonsense. We all know that's not a real career choice, honey. Really, I don't understand why you didn't want to be a lawyer like your father. It's such a shame! All the money we spent on your education."


  "Mom, will you go with me to try on the dress again after breakfast?"


  Oh, my sweet, sweet Kathleen! I sent her a telepathic love declaration with my eyes to which she replied with a discreet smile.


  Exhaling softly, I got up and taking a last hasty sip from my coffee and waved goodbye to everyone.


  "You're leaving already? You barely ate anything," Will said, always one to bring up unnecessary things.


  "I'm full. Besides, you can't waste your time in the hotel when you're in Maui, right?"


  "True," Kathleen and Jake both agreed.


  "Goodbye, sweetie," Mom said, as if she hadn't just stomped all over my pride a few seconds earlier. I shook my head in disbelief. That's why I never fought with my mother. She had this gift of saying what was on her mind and then pretending the conversation never happened.


  Once the elevator opened I threw one last glance towards the table and my eyes met with a pair of gorgeous green ones that hurriedly turned away. Ah, what a pity... I am so unlucky with men.


  ****


  I spent the rest of the day shopping with my parents and sister – we called it our last family reunion before the family got extended. Mom and Kathleen squeaked like little girls at the beautiful Wailea landscape, pointing at the luxuriant trees and rocky beaches while my father and I watched them with adoration.


  "Don't take it to heart." Dad said when they left us alone to buy souvenirs. I knew he was talking about this morning's conversation and I nodded smiling.


  "She's very proud of you, trust me. She collects all your articles."


  I laughed bitterly. "Come on, Dad, there's no need to lie. I'm a big boy."


  "I'm not, Cole," dad said shaking his head. "She's just worried that this job isn't very stable. I know she can be a pest sometimes, but it's because she loves you."


  "Dad…"


  My dad was usually a quiet man, but I could always count on him being honest. Not to mention wise. Him talking about my mother was rare though.


  "You over with that boy?"


  "Hm? What do you mean?" I asked him startled.


  "Oliver, that boy. He wasn't good for you, son."


  "Wha… How…?"


  Dad laughed, his head tilting back. "You just seem so much more relaxed, that's all."


  "Oh…"


  Really… When was my dad going to stop surprising me?


  ****


  Jayden managed to avoid me all day, not showing up for lunch or dinner. He claimed he had a terrible headache. With a few diplomatic skills I found out everything about him from Jake though. He'd lost 40 pounds since I'd met him, underwent eye surgery, graduated college summa cum laudae – Phew, he's legal! – and received an internship as a college professor in New York. Wow, the guy's pretty darn smart! Which made me wonder why he made the stupid choice of fooling around with me.


  I should really stop thinking about him.


  CHAPTER 3


  I wanted to see the sunrise from Haleakala, like all good tourists should. Instead, I didn't even budge when my alarm clock woke me up at an ungodly hour. I put the pillows over my head and fell asleep again. I hated waking up early and working out. I really couldn't understand some guys' obsession with waking up at 6 am to lift weights. What's wrong with 9 am? Seriously...


  Still, I badly regretted missing the famous sunrise when an hour later I was abruptly woken up by my phone's loud ring.


  "Wake up, dude. We're going surfing."


  "Jake... It's seven in the fucking morning."


  "Dude, I'm getting married tomorrow!"


  I groaned muttering a few curses and finally got out of bed. Nice, mate, pull the fucking marriage card, why dontcha? As if it it's my fault today's your last day of freedom!


  We met up half an hour later in the hotel lobby, Will and I still yawning while Jake tried his best to cheer us up. Personally, I think he was actually trying to cheer himself up. Groom second thoughts?


  "You better not abandon my sis at the altar or I'll fucking rip your balls off." I told him matter-of-factly.


  Jake tensed and let out a strangled laugh. I knew it! He was totally thinking about it.


  "Cheer up, man, it's not like you're dying or something. There's always divorce if it doesn't work out," Will supplied helpfully. I threw him a murderous look at which he replied with a beaming smile.


  "What's wrong with you guys? I'm the happiest man alive. Isn't it obvious?"


  "Not really," we both muttered at the same time.


  "You just look constipated," added Will.


  "Thanks a bunch. Some friends you are." Jake frowned giving up on the fake smile. "I'm just nervous, that's all."


  "Chill, man. Once you're done with surfing you'll feel much better," I encouraged, patting him on the back. The poor guy really looked helpless.


  "So, where's Jayden?" I asked trying my best to sound nonchalant. The truth was I had been wondering why he wasn't with us from the beginning. And here I'd showered in record time and even took the trouble to shaving thinking he'd be coming as well.


  "He's gone to see the sunrise somewhere in Hale-something."


  "Haleakala?!"


  "Yeah, yeah. That."


  Fuckity fuck Mcfuck! Why the hell was I so damn unlucky?


  Wait... But this was supposed to be a good thing, right? I was supposed to stay away from him, since he's Jake's brother and all that. Oh, damn, who the hell was I kidding? He might as well be Satan's brother - I'd still want to fuck that sweet mouth of his again.


  "Dude, you'll take care of my brother, right?" Jake asked waking me from my daydream. Good thing too, since I was seconds away from springing an impressive boner thinking about his brother's mouth.


  "I mean, I know he's only three years younger than us, but he's really shy and a bit of a nerd you know. Even though he's lost weight, he's still very reclusive and has lots of hang-ups."


  "Oh." What have I gotten myself into?


  "So will you keep an eye on him when in NY? Maybe get him out for a beer once in a while?"


  "Sure thing, bro'. Don't worry about it." Ah, Jake, such a gentle character! You'll make a good husband.


  We finally reached the beach and plunged towards the waves. I wondered how the beach looked from Halealaka…


  ****


  Beaches are nasty when they get too crowded. I loved my beaches deserted and silent. Feeling the sun burning your skin with only the wind and seagulls as company and the sweet music of the waves, calling you to sleep, now that's my kind of thing!


  Therefore, I left the guys alone when the shore got crowded with tourists and went back to the hotel, hoping to find the privacy I was seeking at the pool.


  Indeed, there weren't many people around, at least not compared to the beach, but my gaze was drawn by one solitary figure swimming lazily along the pool's side. It was him, I knew for sure. Though he was pretty much a stranger, I felt like I had memorized every plane of his slim body. He rested with his head against the pool's edge with a serene smile on his face and, in spite of my brain telling me to just ignore him and go up to my room or go in search of another conquest, my feet still carried me towards him.


  I entered the water and sagged next to him. Our shoulders touched. The feeling of his cool skin against my warmth sent electrifying shivers down my spine. Jayden bolted up in surprise and upon seeing me a wave of unreadable emotions passed over his features. I couldn't say whether he was glad or not to see me, but he decided not to leave and that was good enough for me.


  "The Haleakala sunrise, how was it?"


  "Great," he answered shrugging.


  "Just great?"


  A slight blush covered his cheeks. I wondered why that was. He must have been annoyed with me after all.


  "What do you want?" He finally asked after a moment of silence.


  I let out a humourless laugh. "Shouldn't I be asking you that? When did you plan on telling me you were Jake's brother? You knew very well we'd meet the next day."


  "What about you? When were you planning on telling me you had a boyfriend?" He spat out finally looking at me straight in the eyes. "Oh, right, you weren't because you didn't think we'd meet again."


  "Oh, for God's sake..."


  "This must have been all a game for you, right? I can't believe it! I never thought you were that sort of person. That's just so sickening."


  Jayden gave me a disappointed look and moved to get out of the pool.


  "Wait. It's not like that," I said, grabbing his arm in a tight grip.


  "No way. I hate cheaters more than anything in the whole world. I don't wanna have anything to do with you."


  "I hate them too, idiot," I said, my voice raising at the absurd accusation. A woman passing by gave us an appalled look which prompted Jayden to settle back in the water, embarrassed. I lowered my voice so only he could hear me. "That's why I'm single. I dumped my boyfriend, all right? I'm single."


  Jayden looked at me with a guarded expression. I could feel him relaxing next to me. "Yeah right," he said in a voice barely above a whisper, but I could see he wanted to believe me. "I bet you tell that to everyone."


  "No, I don't. Look, I really am single. I just dumped Oliver last week 'cause I caught him cheating on me. For the second time."


  "Then how come Kathleen didn't know anything about that?" he asked doubtful, yet his body angled closer to me.


  Grabbing the chance, I wove my arms around his middle, locking him in my arms. "It's not like I could tell her, silly," I replied, rolling my eyes. "She's got enough on her mind already without having to worry about her brother's love life. I'll let her know when her honeymoon's over."


  Jayden looked at me with that vulnerable expression I had learned by heart already and, damn, I swear my heart was fluttering like never before. I grabbed his chin and leaned close until our mouths were only an inch apart, giving him the opportunity to reject me. He didn't. His lips closed on mine tentatively. I opened my mouth and let his tongue in. He was tender, sweet and he melted against me letting out a contended sigh. The tightness around my chest... I didn't want to think what it really meant. But the tightness in my shorts - that I could figure out. I wanted him so much I might have exploded if I didn't have him.


  Breaking the kiss, I looked around and saw one more couple sunbathing on the chaise lounges by the other side of the pool. I took the chance and let my fingers gently caress his flat abdomen, while my lips trailed small kisses on his neck. Jayden's soft moans encouraged me to go further.


  Protected by the deep pool water, I buried my hand in his shorts and massaged his hard shaft.


  "Cole, not here!" Jayden halfheartedly cried in protest.


  I chuckled and started slowly jacking him, turning my body and putting my free arm across his shoulder so that it seemed like we were just two very close friends, standing next to each other. Jayden hid his face against my shoulder as he tried his best to swallow his moans. God, he was so beautiful with those rosy cheeks and his eyebrows furrowed in concentration. I had never been so hard in my life. He bucked against me trying to increase the delicious friction and I gave in to his desire, speeding up my hand movement.


  "Cole! I'm ..."


  He didn't manage to finish before the wave of his climax overtook him. I watched him mesmerized as he bit his lips to keep himself from screaming. I held his trembling body until he went soft against me. Then he looked up at me with a shy expression and started laughing.


  "God, you're crazy!"


  I laughed as well. "You're the one driving me crazy. I really don't do this normally."


  "Hi, guys. You're having fun I see."


  We both jumped at the unexpected voice. Shit, my sister and my mom! Lucky they didn't come two minutes earlier. That was a close call. I looked at Jayden and saw him blushing furiously and looking at me with an expression of relief on his face. Then we both smiled cheekily at each other as Mom and sis joined us in the pool. It felt like I was a naughty teenager again.


  ****


  Jake was nervous. He's was so nervous he drank five bottles of beer at his bachelor's party. I might not seem like a big deal for a guy his size, but Jake was the kind of guy who got drunk after only two bottles. Five was an astronomic quantity for him. Jayden and I struggled to carry him out of the club while Will was looking for a cab.


  "Dude, straighten up, will you?" I huffed out as Jake leaned his whole weight against me.


  He started laughing. "Funny. Cole is telling me to straighten up. Hear this, Cole is!"


  "Oh, for fuck's sake!"


  Jayden snickered.


  "I found a cab guys!" Will called running towards us.


  We'd all had a few of our own. Between keeping an eye on the bachelor and trying to keep myself from bending his delicious brother over the bar for all to see, I also took a few beers aboard. I felt tipsy, but pleasantly so and I couldn't wait for this whole wedding thing to be over. Man, I really didn't want to be in Jake's shoes.


  "Jayden, when we get married, let's keep it simple ok? No bachelor's party and stuff and I definitely don't want a thousand guests! God, this is exhausting!"


  Everyone stopped and looked at me. Jayden seemed horrified and even Jake seemed a little more awake than he had been a few seconds earlier.


  Oh, shit! What the hell did I say!? And where did it come from?


  I burst out laughing.


  Jake laughed as well, relieved.


  Will patted me on the back. "Way to go dude! You scared the shit out of Jake."


  "He totally deserves it man!" I said haughtily, my eyes searching Jayden's face.


  He avoided my gaze, blushing.


  We reached the hotel and Will offered to take Jake to his room.


  Jayden and I were finally alone. I had been waiting for it the whole day. After the pool handjob, the girls tortured us into helping them with the last of the wedding arrangements. Then we'd gone to the club with Jake and Will to celebrate the groom's last night of freedom. I'd been aware of Jayden's presence all day, straining my ears to hear his soft breathing, hanging on his every word, his every smile. Man, I had it bad. And it'd only been three days.


  "Well, this is my room," Jayden announced with a sense of finality. Somehow while I was lost in my thoughts and the feel of his body so close to mine in the cramped elevator, we'd already arrived in front of his door.


  "See you tomorrow?"


  I looked at my watch. It was already 4 am. Even if I wanted to, I was too tired to do anything and I doubted Jayden would appreciate my snoring sound effects.


  "Yeah." I answered sighing. "See you tomorrow."


  Jayden smiled weakly and I couldn't help myself from leaning down to press a kiss on his perfectly shaped mouth. He answered with passion wrapping his arms around my neck and bringing us closer.


  "Night, Cole." he whispered at last, breaking our kiss.


  "Night." I replied and stood there until he closed the door behind him with a last heated gaze at me.


  Oh, what the heck! I was not that tired anymore. I tapped lightly on the door and he opened immediately, as if he'd been standing there, waiting for me.


  "What's up?" he asked, smiling sheepishly.


  "Umm, listen… about what I said on the way back. Umm…"


  "Oh, no worries. We were all a bit drunk."


  He waved a dismissive hand.


  "So… You're not pissed off?"


  He smiled and grabbed me by the collar bringing me down for a long heated kiss.


  "I'm not really that tired," I whispered once we took a break to breath, pressing our foreheads together.


  Jayden chuckled, his face becoming red again. "You know what? Neither am I."


  I leaned down and ravaged his mouth and Jayden jumped in my arms with a moan, locking his legs around my waist. I closed the door behind us with a bang.


  CHAPTER 4


  I woke up with the sound of banging. It took me some time to realize that I was not alone. Beside me, Jayden moaned softly wrapping his slim body around mine. Someone rapped at the door again. Ugh... Who could it be at this hour? Though I had no idea what time it was, to be honest. I shook Jayden with a gentle hand trying to wake him up.


  "Baby, there's someone at the door," I whispered in his ear.


  He opened his eyes and looked at me, disoriented. God, he was so cute!


  "What?"


  "There's some..."


  "Jayden, open up!" a desperate voice came from the direction of the door and I realized I knew it all too well. Shit! It was my sister!


  Both Jayden and I gaped at each other and scrambled to our feet in search of our clothes. Kathleen knocked again.


  "Just a second!" my boy yelled, his feet tangled around his jeans. He looked so damn fuckable that for a second I debated throwing him on the bed and ravaging him again. But my sister's voice ruined all my dirty fantasies. "Hurry up!" she cried.


  "I'll hide in the bathroom," I mouthed and hastily grabbed my clothes closing the bathroom door behind me and locking it for better precaution.


  I could hear Jayden opening the door and chatting with my sister on the other side. Damn, seeing the toilet basin, I suddenly remembered how full my bladder was. What the hell was wrong with Kathleen? She was getting married today. Shouldn't she worry about other things? Oh, shit, did the wedding already begin? Fuck, where was my cell phone?


  I heard Jayden's voice close to the door while I was still searching frantically for my phone. "You can come out now."


  "Just a second."


  I took the chance to finally empty my bladder and wash my mouth with Jayden's mouthwash. When I came out, Jayden was waiting for me with my cell phone in hand, giving me an 'are-you-kidding-me?' look with his eyebrows raised mockingly.


  "She pretty much figured out I wasn't alone. And she remarked on how similar this was to your phone."


  "Shit."


  "Anyway, that's not important" Jayden waved me off. "Two more hours until the ceremony and Jake is missing."


  I looked at Jayden in disbelief. "Jake is what?"


  "He's missing. Gone. Adios. Kathleen's almost crying her eyes out. She was all done with her make-up and all."


  "Shit, shit, shit!"


  "Don't worry," Jayden said as I paced the room gripping at my hair, although he looked just as worried as me. "I'm sure Jake is not that much of an idiot. He must have a serious reason."


  "Fuck. Where could he be?"


  "Kathleen said Will's gone searching for him."


  I looked at my phone and saw five missed calls from Kathleen and three from Will, but none from Jake. I tried calling him, but it went straight to voicemail. "What the fuck is that moron thinking?"


  "Let's go look for him," Jayden suggested, already putting his shoes on. I nodded and laced my own shoes.


  ****


  After an hour of running around, there was still no sign of the groom. My phone chirped and I crossed my fingers, hoping it was him. No such thing.


  "Will, tell me you found him" I begged, sweat pouring down my face. Beside me Jayden was breathing heavily as if he'd just run a marathon. Note to self: build Jayden's stamina. I already had some ideas.


  "I found him!" Will cried cheerfully bringing me back to the present.


  "He found him!"


  "Oh, thanks God!" Jay said exhaling heavily.


  "Where was he?"


  "You won't believe it, dude. He's back at the club. He lost the rings."


  "You've got to be kidding me!"


  "I wish."


  Jayden must have seen my crestfallen expression because his face immediately lost its cheerfulness. "What is it?"


  "Your dumbass brother lost the rings."


  ****


  "What were you thinking, bringing them with you to the club, you fucking moron?" I yelled at Jake who was on the verge of tears. Dark circles marred his usually handsome features.


  "I don't know. I didn't think."


  "Fuck! Fuck..." I said already thinking about my sister's crestfallen face when she found out. If we couldn't find those rings, the wedding would be ruined. Damn Jake and his second thoughts. He jinxed it all with his stupid cold feet syndrome.


  "Calm down," Jayden whispered grabbing my forearm. Jake gave us an odd look and I gave him a hateful look back. He blushed and lowered his head.


  "Where have you searched?" Will asked him, diverting his attention.


  Jake started counting on his finger: "the hotel room, the clothes I wore yesterday, the club, the street around the club, the elevator, the hotel lobby and called the taxi company."


  "Never mind," I said sighing. "It's not like whoever found them is gonna give them back. They're worth a fucking fortune."


  Will nodded in agreement. "You better call Kathleen."


  I handed him my phone since his battery was dead. Poor guy looked dead tired. He'd been running around like an idiot ever since he woke up. It almost made me feel guilty for cursing him that much. Almost...


  He retreated around the corner and I saw him gesticulating as he spoke with my sister in a hushed voice.


  "What time is it?" I asked Jayden, who was leaning against me, cooling us with an improvised paper fan.


  "So, since when did you two...?" Will grinned wiggling his eyebrows. Jayden bolted away from me which only caused Will to laugh out loud.


  "Shut it, dude. Jake'll kill me." I whispered kicking Will in the shin.


  "Oh please. You think he didn't already know? You two have been giving each other 'Oh, fuck me now' looks ever since last night."


  "Fuck me sideways. And I thought I was being subtle."


  Will laughed patting me on the back. "Well, maybe you could've saved yourself, but then you ruined it all by nearly proposing to Jayden. Trust me, bro, not subtle at all."


  I shook my head, sighing heavily. "What can I say... I take after my mother."


  Jayden grinned at me. His face was redder than a lobster and I was willing to bet it wasn't just the summer heat involved.


  "Guys, guess what?" Jake came running toward us with a huge grin on his face. "Kathleen had the rings!" He burst out laughing. "When I came back last night, she helped me undress. She found the rings and put them in her jewellery case."


  The three of us looked at each other with pissed off expressions.


  "You fucking moron!" we exclaimed in unison, which only served to make Jake laugh louder.


  ****


  It must have been the only wedding where the bride turned up earlier than the groom. We all ran towards the small chapel, our clothes in disarray. We had almost decided not to change into our wedding suits, but Jake was too scared of pissing my sister off more.


  Jake had a terrified expression on his face and we all patted him encouragingly on the back. He smiled at us shyly and fixed his tie.


  "Go make my sister happy, dude."


  He nodded, swallowing the lump in his throat. Kathleen was waiting for him at the altar. Her cheeks were rosy and her make-up a little ruined, but she looked more beautiful than ever. My heart constricted at the sight of her. My father held a tight grip around her waist. He looked even more nervous than her and Jake combined. I elbowed Jake in the ribs. He got the message and walked with shaky legs towards Kathleen, followed closely by Will, who was the best man.


  Jayden and I took our seats in the front row. Soon followed a clumsy exchange between Will and Kathleen involving the rings. Everyone laughed, especially when Kathleen gave her future husband a loud slap on the shoulder as revenge for his misconduct. The ceremony ensued and, as my sister and Jake professed their undying love to each other, I felt Jayden's fingers lace hesitantly with mine. I smiled tightening my grip on his hand. I'd never dreamed this day would be so perfect.


  "Does that make us relatives now?" He whispered in my ear as my sister and his brother kissed with teary eyes while the crowd clapped loudly throwing rice and rose petals at them.


  "Well, I've always had an incest fetish," I said winking at him.


  Jayden gave me a half terrified and half amused look and punched me in the shoulder. "You're awful!"


  ****


  The wedding reception was superb, even though Iceberg roses had been replaced by white orchids. Jake and Kathleen were beaming, but they kept eyeing the door with longing. It was pretty obvious what they really wanted to do instead of being there. I pitied them.


  "I definitely don't want this for our wedding," Jayden whispered in my ear and winked cheekily.


  "Who are you? Have you kidnapped Jayden and locked him in the brooms closet?"


  Jayden blushed and laughed self-consciously. "Sorry."


  "What for? Being cute?"


  I let my fingers discreetly wander beneath his shirt, taking pleasure in the feel of his warm skin. God, I really wanted to get out of there too.


  "Cole, cut it out! You're father's watching us!" Jay muttered in his glass.


  I looked up to find my father and saw him watching us with amusement from the other side of the table. He winked and gave me the OK sign. Oh?


  "I think we should sneak out of here," I said looking at my watch and yawning. "It's almost 5 am anyway. The reception will be over soon. Look, most people have already left."


  The reception hall was almost deserted.


  "All the more reason for us to stay till the end. You can't sneak out when there's virtually no one here."


  "Damn. You have a point."


  "Ah, what a pity. I really wanted to see the Haleakala sunrise before leaving Hawaii."


  I gave Jayden an incredulous smile. "Haven't you already seen it?"


  He blushed taking another gulp from his martini glass. He really had a thing for martinis. This one was his fourth and, yes, I'd actually counted them.


  "I haven't. That was just an excuse not to meet you that day."


  "You know what? I bet the sunrise in Wailea is just as fabulous."


  He grinned avoiding my eyes. "I bet you're right."


  "It's a date then."


  Jayden jolted and gave me a surprised look.


  "What? You don't want to? Me, you and a bottle of that martini you love so much. And the Wailea sunrise," I whispered wiggling my eyebrows.


  Jayden laughed shaking his head. "I think I've had enough martinis for one night. You and the sunrise are enough."


  We waited until the reception was over and headed out with everyone towards the hotel lobby. My sister and her husband were away in their own little world and everyone else was too tired to notice us sneaking around towards the beach.


  It was still a little dark and surprisingly there were a few people out trying to catch the sunrise. We walked silently hand in hand with our shoes off enjoying the feel of the waves splashing our naked feet.


  "This is amazing!"


  "Yeah," Jayden replied. He was looking at the waves with a melancholic, almost sad expression.


  "Is there something bothering you?"


  He chuckled softly, looking at our footprints being washed away by the sea.


  "It just feels like this has all been a dream..."


  "Yeah, I know what you mean."


  I smiled, tightening my hold on his hand. Jayden leaned into me, inhaling deeply.


  "So you're coming to New York next month?" I whispered kissing his forehead.


  "Mhm. I just have to settle a few things back home."


  The sky started to lighten up. We watched, holding our breaths, as the sun rose above the water inundating everything in orange and pink hues. It looked like a miracle. But the most beautiful sight was Jayden's face, lightened up by the pink rising sun. He was grinning like a child, his eyes shining with happiness. That was the real miracle, that view right there.


  "You know," I whispered enveloping him in my strong arms. "I just happen to have a spare room back home..."


  He tensed up and tilted his head back to look at me.


  "Cole, you don't have to do this just because my brother asked you. I really can take care of myself."


  "Baby, your brother is the last thing on my mind right now....Of course, you don't have to say yes just because I asked you either."


  "Really? You're really asking me to live with you?"


  I nodded, thankful for the fact that my face was buried in the nape of his neck so he couldn't see my blush.


  "You know that means you'll have to make me your lover, right? Because I'm not doing it otherwise," he said in a determined voice.


  "That's what I meant, silly. Now just say yes."


  Jayden chuckled and covered my hands with his. "Yes!"


  I sighed with relief. "Good."


  "You made me miss the sunrise."


  "Not true, liar!"


  Jayden giggled and relaxed in my arms. I gave a light kiss on the nape of his neck and exhaled loudly.


  I think I was ready to admit what that tightening in my chest meant.


  EPILOGUE


  One year later


  I licked Jay's shoulder savouring the salty taste of his skin.


  "Babe, wake up. We can't be late to our own wedding."


  Jayden let out a tired moan. "I don't wanna!"


  "You don't want to marry me?" I asked in a whiny voice and started tickling his sides. Jayden chuckled and attempted to slap my hands away.


  He finally got up and yawned. "My God, I don't understand why you wanted to have a ceremony at this ungodly hour."


  "Stop complaining and get dressed."


  He shook his head laughing. "I can't believe I put up with you. To think I even lost weight for your sake. It's not fair. You should give up things for me too."


  "Lost weight for my sake? Why is this the first I've heard of it?" I replied while putting my shirt on with the utmost care so that I didn't create wrinkles.


  "Well, not really for your sake, but… you know," Jayden's muffled voice echoed from the bathroom. "I mean, when I met you, it was love at first sight. But I knew you would never like a fatty like me. That's what prompted me to finally lose weight."


  I stopped trying to adjust my tie, my brain too wrapped up around my lover's words.


  "No, wait… wait a second."


  I entered the bathroom and looked at him brushing his teeth in the mirror.


  "Are you serious? You really lost weight for me?!"


  Jay rolled his eyes and started laughing at me. I realized I was standing there pointing at myself and gaping like a fish.


  Jay spat the toothpaste and cleaned his mouth with fresh water. "Don't be so full of yourself," he replied, a soft shade of pink dusting his cheeks. "I lost weight for my own sake, not for yours. You were just… the incentive."


  God, that's just so sweet! It reminded me of all the reasons I loved him so much.


  "Babe, you really know how to stroke a man's ego," I said smiling and grabbed his face in my palms, planting a small kiss on his beautiful rosy lips.


  Jayden laughed self-consciously and waved at me to get dressed. Like a good future husband, I complied.


  ****


  The beach where we first saw the sunrise together was still the same after a year.


  We walked holding hands, our feet submerging in the sand. I could feel the sand trickle inside my expensive leather shoes. We must have made a ridiculous impression – two guys wearing suits toddling through the heavy sand.


  "You know, I think wearing fancy suits and shoes wasn't such a good idea," Jay said as if reading my thoughts.


  "Oh, what the heck… Let's just get comfy," I said, after a minute of inner debate. I took my shoes off, put my socks in my pockets and started rolling my pants up until they reached my knees.


  "Come on, baby," I gesture for him to do the same. "It's our wedding."


  Jayden laughed and followed my example.


  My parents, my sister and brother-in-law, our best friends and Will were all waiting on the beach. They all looked at us amused. Suddenly, everyone started taking their shoes off as well with obvious relief on their faces.


  "If you don't hurry up, the sun's going to rise before you get married," Kathleen pointed out smiling.


  Jayden laughed and looked up at the sky with a mix of happiness and nostalgia on his face. I knew he wished his parents were here too. My heart tightened up and he seemed to feel it for his hand instinctively reached out to touch me.


  "I'm OK," he whispered leaning against me.


  My father coughed. "Shall we start?"


  Dad, bless his soul, always the type to surprise, got himself a license to perform our wedding. I almost started weeping seeing him fix his tie with shaky hands and start 'officiating' our ceremony.


  The sun began to rise just as I said, "Yes, I will."


  Jayden's face was radiant- more beautiful than any sunrise.


  We exchanged our rings with trembling hands.


  "By the power of your love and commitment, and the authority vested in me, I now pronounce you husband and husband! You may kiss each other!"


  Our small crowd clapped and hooted as we awkwardly tried to kiss despite our laughs.


  "Gee, I really missed the sunrise this time," Jay whispered as I wrapped him in my welcoming arms.


  "Well… if it makes any difference, you got yourself a husband," I replied snickering.


  "Smartass," my man retorted with a radiant smile and gave me a really smouldering kiss despite our wedding guests' pleas to wait for our "wedding night" until after breakfast.


  THE END
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  by S.L. Armstrong & K. Piet


  He'd made quick work of the poachers. Poachers in his territory never lasted long. He liked it like that. It meant the leopards he protected, claimed as his, were safe. Well, safer. Men with their guns and knives and lack of care for what they mutilated, killed, and destroyed were nothing but meat to him. Meat to be slaughtered. Not eaten, though. Never eaten. Left to rot as they left behind those of his kind, killed for their fur and little else. He had no patience for such destruction, and he had no mercy for the humans that infiltrated his forest.


  In the midst of the attack, though, he'd lost sight of one of the culprits. Young with dark hair, slanted eyes, and a scent of pure fear that he remembered vividly. The boy had run from him, but the men had taken out their guns, shot at him, and he'd forgotten about the boy until it was all over. Still, the boy's scent was strong, intense, leading him along a mindless path through the dense, humid jungle. The boy was still here, somewhere, and he was determined to find the last interloper. He'd leave no poacher to return to the cities, to bring back tales of a vicious leopard that killed men.


  No, no witnesses. If there were no witnesses, fewer hunting parties came looking for leopards. For him. He had to find the boy. At some point, the boy had washed his stink off in a little pool of water. The boy was clever, but that cleverness didn't help against a leopard. He could still smell the boy, potent and terrified, and then the boy's cleverness ran out.


  Urine.


  He could smell the sharp ammonia scent on a bush nearby. It was the third bush he'd smelled it on. This time, though, he also smelled blood. It would make the boy easier to find. Blood and piss. He followed the trail, moving silently through the dense underbrush, careful where each paw landed. He was close. Blood and piss and sweat now. Sweat didn't last as long on the air, so the boy was near. Probably by the lake. Fresh water was important, even to poachers. He'd find the boy there. His tail flicked impatiently as he stalked along an edge of water, the sun high and hot, the water inviting. But he ignored the water itself.


  Piss and blood and sweat and vomit. Vomit and sour mushroom. The boy must have eaten one of the floor fungi. From the acidic edge he could scent, it was one of the blue-gilled ones. The boy, with or without his furious intervention, was on borrowed time. He almost wanted to leave the boy to suffer. His leopards hadn't been shown any mercy or peace, and so why should he offer them any? The boy would suffer a few days more before the mushroom's toxins took his life, and suffering...


  He growled. If he did that, though, he'd be as cruel and terrible as the men who invaded his jungle. Damn it. Damn him. He followed the scent of vomit until he heard soft weeping, a rustling of dry vegetation. Cleverness, it seemed, had run out when hunger drove the boy to eat unsafe food. With a loud growl, he entered the small clearing, crouched low to the ground with his tail sweeping back and forth behind him, his teeth bared. The boy, writhing on a poorly made bed of fern fronds, saw him, cried out, and tried to scuttle back, but the pain wracking his body made it impossible.


  The fear was thick on the air, and then the scent of urine struck him. The boy had wet himself. By all that was holy, this wasn't justice. It wasn't even a mercy killing. The pain in the boy's eyes—he couldn't be more than a year into his manhood—pulled at him. Compassion reared its inconvenient head, and he knew he wouldn't kill the boy. The boy wasn't a poacher. He wore clothing that was all but rags, and he was too skinny. Poachers, while lean, weren't skinny with hunger. This boy was. A tool, then. A tool that had been dragged into the forest without any knowledge of the flora around him. Now, that tool was his responsibility.


  Another growl filled his throat, and he turned to run off into the forest. Dark would come soon, and he didn't have much time. It took him an hour to find the blue-gilled mushrooms. Near them, as was usually the case, grew the antidote. Hopefully, the boy hadn't eaten the mushrooms too long ago. In a fluid moment of thought, he shifted from leopard to man. Hands made cutting the vine easier. He used a sharp piece of rock from the forest floor, and then he took the vine and ran back through the jungle. If the boy was lucky, he'd make it in time to give him the antidote and light a fire. It would be cold tonight, and with how little clothing the boy had, he was surprised the creature hadn't died yet.


  When he burst through the treeline again, the boy cried out once more, but when the boy saw him as man not beast, he relaxed. The boy said something, but he didn't understand. The language was wrong. Besides, he knew very little of the language spoken in his own lands, let alone a foreign tongue. He crouched beside the boy and used his nail to slice open the vine. He mimicked bringing the vine's slick interior to his lips, hoping the boy understood. The boy needed to eat the insides of the vine. Quickly. When the boy just looked at him, he growled and made the motion again, holding the inside of the vine up to the boy's mouth.


  Understanding sparked in the boy's eyes at last, and his tongue darted out to lick at the vine. The boy recoiled an instant later, though, and his quick hand caught the dark hair and yanked the boy's head back toward him. He knew the slimy innards of the vine were bitter and unpleasant, but it was eat or die, and dammit, the boy was going to do as told. He growled and shoved the vine against the boy's lips, and even though the boy whimpered, he licked and chewed obediently. He chuffed and loosened his grip, moving the vine across to encourage the boy to eat more. When the boy tried to pull away sooner than he thought was wise, all it took was another yank, and that obedience returned, albeit with a groan of protest.


  When the section of vine was eaten clean, he set the rest of the long coil aside and released the boy's hair with a satisfied hum. The boy said something again. It sounded like a question, but he had no answer for a question he couldn't understand. Instead, he just pressed his hand to the boy's chest, and then brought his palm to the ground. The boy spoke again, another question, but the boy pointed to himself and the ground, and it seemed he understood, so he just nodded with another purring hum before standing.


  He had a lot of work to do and very little time to do it in. Nightfall was too close to waste time attempting more communication with the foolish boy. He went into the surrounding forest again in search of fallen wood. Only a few good logs were close to the lake, so he gathered them and set them down next to the human. The boy watched until another bout of sickness had him curled up on his side in pain. He needed more wood for a fire, though, so he abandoned the boy again, running to a tree he knew of that had once been struck by lightning. It was nearly overgrown, but the vines pulled away easily enough, and he ripped off a few branches, grateful the rains had been light enough to spare the brittle wood and bark from excess moisture.


  Back near the lake, the boy was still curled up and groaning, but there was a new puddle of vomit nearby that made his nose crinkle. He'd have to force more of the antidote into the boy soon. As it was, he had gathered enough to start a fire and keep it going for a while. The rest of what he needed was hidden in the opposite direction, and after taking a few mouthfuls of water from the lake, he ran again, returning with a pack he had scavenged from poachers he had killed in the past. Most of what poachers carried was useless to him, but he didn't always stay in his feline form, and when he took the form of a man, there were some tools that made life infinitely easier. He had scattered the packs throughout his territory for convenience, but he hadn't thought he would ever use one to benefit some trespassing human.


  The boy was sitting up again, and the initial fear at hearing his approach dissipated again with his appearance through the trees and vines. He set the pack down, and when the boy reached out for it, he growled. The boy probably didn't even know what to do with the contents. He spent a few minutes clearing the area and took out two containers and a pair of stones. He looked up at the sky and sighed. The sun was quickly setting, which meant their shelter would have to be simple for the night. The boy's eyes were on him most of the time, but he ignored him for the moment. He smeared a circle of semi-solid resin into a dip on a flat piece of wood and struck the two stones against one another until a spark ignited the resin. Building the fire was easy after that, and the scent of resin and wood smoke filled the area.


  He spared a glance to the boy, who shifted closer to the heat of the fire with an odd combination of fear and awe in his eyes. The movements were awkward, a bit uncoordinated, and by the hue of the boy's skin, he suspected the boy had a fever. It meant another trip into the woods for a few herbs and barks, and he huffed his annoyance, pointing to a pile of larger sticks, which the boy handed to him when he held out his palm. He brought the boy lake water in a wooden bowl from the pack and set to making a proper shelter with a large piece of thick fabric which he tied up over the low-hanging branch of a tree right next to the fire. He used a vine to secure the middle of the fabric above them so they would be protected from rain in the night.


  Just as the shelter was finished, the boy shifted away again. He only managed a couple feet before another bout of retching began. He sighed and pushed his own hair back from his face. It was going to be a very long night.


  ****


  He hadn't managed any sleep by the time the night was half over. The boy's foolish appetite for poisonous mushrooms had seen to that much. Thanks to frequent bouts of vomiting, neither the vine's antidote nor a mash of herbs and bark to help the fever actually stayed inside the boy long enough to take full effect. By all things good and natural, he'd sired cubs that were less trouble! At least the severity of the vomiting was slowly tapering off. He had laid down a proper bed of broad leaves and fronds for them, but it was useless if the boy wasn't able to rest.


  After a particularly unpleasant round of diarrhea from the boy that he had to bury—much like the vomit—the boy settled against him. By the lake, the air was cooler, and in his sleep, the boy shivered. He huffed a little, annoyed, and stood, changing his shape again from man to leopard. It was his preferred form, anyway. He was more leopard than man, and wearing the skin of a man was uncomfortable. At least as a leopard, he could keep the boy properly warm. He curled around the sleeping boy and licked at his shoulder and arm. The boy whimpered in his sleep, and then cuddled closer. He rested his head on the boy's filthy hair, and then fell asleep.


  It was a pretty decent sleep until a scream woke him. The boy was on his feet, a dozen steps away from their shelter, and the sun was just beginning to warm the water. He stood up and growled. He was tired, and the boy was inconsiderate. He'd been quiet through the night, kept the boy warm. How dare the boy repay his kindness with screams and fear? If he'd wanted, he could have eaten the boy by now! Their fire had sputtered in the night, and his own belly rumbled with hunger. Fine. He would leave the boy to panic while he fetched food for them. Safe food.


  Stupid screaming human.


  He leaped from the clearing and headed into the thickness of the jungle. It took him a few hours to bring down one of the female peafowls, and even though he wanted to eat it immediately, he simply shifted back to the form of a man and picked up the dead bird. Another hour, and he'd managed to find mangoes, some bael fruit, two cashew fruits, some more of the antidote vines, and several tamarind pods. He thought he saw some palms that he could come back to later when the boy's stomach would be able to handle the more fibrous hearts. He returned with his bounty and found the boy in the water, washing himself. He couldn't blame the boy. After a night of unpleasant bodily fluids, he'd want to wash, too.


  The boy looked up when he appeared through the treeline. Fear swirled in the dark eyes, but he didn't let it bother him. He put all the fruit down and took the peafowl to the water's edge. He crouched and began to pluck the feathers, eyes always darting back to the boy, watching him, ensuring he didn't slip beneath the surface and drown. Humans did that. He'd seen it happen. Just wander into strange waters and die because of their stupidity. How did the species manage to survive?


  The scrawny human exited the lake just as he finished gutting the peafowl, and he washed it briefly in the water before gesturing for the human to follow him to the fire. He fed the flames back to a cheerful height, and then set up a stand that would hold a roasting skewer for the peafowl. He used the wooden bowl from his supply pack to catch the juices from the mango as he cut it open with the sharp end of a stone. He handed the bowl to the boy and motioned to his mouth. The boy seemed to understand. That, or he simply smelled the sweetness of the mango and knew without asking that it was safe to eat.


  The boy ate voraciously, and he had to reach over and tug the bowl away for a moment, growling softly. He took a piece and demonstrated that the boy had to eat slowly. The stupid human was going to make himself sick all over again at this rate. He huffed his annoyance and took a large stone to try to break open the hard shell of the bael fruit. He soon had all the fruit prepared, and the peafowl sizzled above the fire as he turned it. The skin would be fatty and crispy. It seemed a waste of excellent meat, but he knew humans didn't like it raw.


  The boy moaned softly with pleasure at the first bite of hot meat, and the sound brought him the smallest hint of satisfaction. There were murmured words that sounded appreciative, and he reached over to hold up one of the blue mushrooms the human had been foolish enough to eat. He pointed to the bounty of food around them and motioned to the boy's mouth with a nod and purr. He presented the mushroom as a contrast, crossing his arms and growling as he tapped it against the stupid human's forehead and tossed it back into the trees away from their shelter.


  His message must have gotten across, because the boy turned a deep shade of red, and he could practically smell the rise of blood and heat, the scent of shame. Perhaps the boy could learn. He didn't have to be so weak, didn't have to be a tool to be taken advantage of by the poachers. Then again, he didn't want the boy around long enough to actually teach him all that. He frowned at the thought and sighed as he settled into his own seat and took a bite of meat. It was contrary to his usual diet, but in his human form, it tasted wonderful.


  When the boy leaned over and kissed his cheek, he recoiled with surprise. As he stared down at the human, he was graced with a contrite, vaguely grateful smile. The boy leaned close to him again, and he didn't move away when he was gently kissed a second time on the cheek. It was a lingering touch, one that brought the human's natural scent to his nose. When he wasn't covered in vomit and excrement, the boy actually smelled good, and it brought the smallest of smiles to his face. He rubbed the side of his face against the boy's dark hair, which was soft now that it was clean and dry.


  At least the boy recognized he had been foolish. At least he was grateful for the care he'd received. It almost made the boy worth the effort of saving and nursing back to health. Almost. They settled into their meal in a comfortable silence. The boy was scooping a few fuzzy seeds from the bael fruit when a spider scuttled across the ground in front of them. The silly human nearly threw the fruit in fear and reached for one of the sticks intended for the fire. He knew what the human was about to do with that stick, and he snatched it away with a growl, barking a wordless reprimand and putting the stick back on the pile before reaching out to delicately pick up the spider. It was a harmless creature, and the stupid boy's first instinct was to kill it? He glared at the boy and held the spider, letting it crawl over his alternating hands.


  The boy nodded, but didn't reach for the spider. Good. What was with humans and the killing? If he wanted to kill, it was for survival, nothing more. These humans... they just killed. It made no sense. He let the spider scramble off back into the woods, and he turned his eyes back to the boy.


  The boy patted his own chest. "Deshi." A look of frustration crossed his face as he pointed to himself again. "Deshi."


  What was the boy saying? His brow furrowed as the boy repeated the gesture. Then it dawned on him. Deshi. The boy's name was Deshi. What a strange name. He pointed to himself. "Kaanan."


  "Kaanan?"


  "Kaanan." He pointed at the boy. "Deshi."


  Deshi smiled at him. He felt a smile curve his own lips. It wasn't much, but it was a start. He didn't even know how to get the boy out of the jungle. This was his home. He didn't travel beyond his territory, and if he left, he couldn't be sure poachers wouldn't come in and take over. Which put him in a difficult position. Deshi was here. He couldn't take Deshi out. Deshi wouldn't be able to find his way out on his own. He huffed and tugged another piece of meat from the bone.


  He was stuck with the boy.


  Dammit.


  ****


  There was precious little time when moving about as a human in the jungle. As a cat, he could have gotten more done in both the daylight and nighttime hours, but with Deshi around, he'd had to rely on his human form more. It was yet another annoyance, and it made him uncomfortable, but it didn't frighten Deshi as much to see him walking on two legs. He had compromised for nearly three phases of the moon now, almost a full cycle since he had picked up the scent of the poachers and started hunting them down. It was starting to wear thin on him, though. He longed to sharpen his claws against a tree, stretch and flick his tail, let out a proper chuff and growl as he enjoyed a meal raw. With Deshi demanding nearly constant attention, though, he didn't have the chance to shift except to hunt.


  Now that Deshi was well again, the boy insisted on helping, and that meant that this excursion into the forest wasn't the hunt he would have preferred. He held out his hand, stopping Deshi behind him. "Wait," he rumbled over his shoulder, relieved to see Deshi nod and stop behind him. At least they had worked out a few words in each of their languages. It certainly wasn't enough to hold a true conversation, but Deshi had surprised him by being expressive with body language. There was intelligence there behind the dark, slanted eyes, but that knowledge seemed focused on things up in the air, things that were far removed from the earth and jungle and life.


  He scented the air for a minute and motioned for Deshi to follow him. There was a particularly thick area of vegetation, and he led Deshi around it, using a machete he had taken after going back to fully loot the poachers' bodies. He smiled when they made it past the dense patch, and he pointed to a large tree with several roots growing downward from the branches. It was a beautiful, almost sacred tree to him, and its shade was a wonderful respite from the quickly building heat as the sun climbed higher in the sky.


  "F-food?" Deshi asked hesitantly in the local language.


  If Deshi was uncertain he had said the word correctly, then he had nothing to worry about. He purred as he nodded at Deshi, cupping his hands into the shape of a fruit. "Yes. Food." He pointed upward and walked close to the tree, working his way up one of the aerial roots to a main branch. He sat on the branch, and when Deshi stared up at him with awe, he shook his head. The boy wasn't even going to attempt to climb up after him and help. He huffed and called down. "Deshi wait. Kaanan food." He motioned that Deshi should catch what he dropped, and he just hoped the boy wouldn't miss. He wanted more than smashed fruit to eat.


  It took three tries before Deshi was able to catch the ripe figs he sent down from the boughs of the tree. Each time Deshi missed, he barked at him, glared, and sent another. Fourth time, Deshi caught the fruit and crowed triumphantly. He couldn't help but smile at that, and he moved from branch to branch, plucking ripe, sweet fruits and tossing them down to Deshi's waiting hands. By the time he shimmied down the roots and to the jungle floor, he was coated in sweat, his stomach rumbling. Deshi's shirt was cupped, filled with the figs, and the bright, eager smile on the boy's face brought an odd, pleasant warmth to his chest.


  They sat beneath the fig tree eating the sweet fruit, only the occasional moan of enjoyment from the boy filling the air. The moans made him feel strange, a desire unfurling low in his body as Deshi ate the light meal. His eyes kept sliding toward the boy, kept watching as the pink tongue slid out to lick at juices running down a forearm. By the time Deshi began to lick fingers, he was oddly aroused, shifting his leg to hide the growing erection between his thighs. Deshi turned to him, his dark eyes bright and curious, but he seemed completely unaware of his companion's problem.


  Deshi pointed at him. "Kaanan..." The boy sighed and swept his hand in front of him, motioning at the forest. "Home?"


  Home. It was an odd word, but if Deshi was pointing at him, and then the jungle, then the boy had to be asking if this was where he lived. He nodded, barking out, "Home."


  The boy smiled. "Man?"


  He knew that word. Men were poachers. He growled, his upper lip lifting to bare his teeth. "No man."


  "No man?" the boy repeated, his smile quickly turning to a frown. He grunted his affirmative, and the human sat in silence for a minute. He watched the subtle twitches and shifts of Deshi's expression as he digested the information, and when Deshi's eyes sought his again, he could tell there were many questions the boy didn't know how to voice.


  He shook his head, growling a little more as he remembered the rage and despair of finding the leopards under his protection caught in snares and skinned, the rest of the beautiful cats mangled by the many scavengers of the forest. His hands trembled as he clenched them in his lap. He jumped a little when Deshi rested a hand atop his, giving him what he supposed was meant as an encouraging squeeze.


  Deshi licked his lips and scooted closer. "Kaanan no man. Kaanan...?"


  Ah, now they came to it. The way Deshi trailed off meant his true form was finally the question. He looked at Deshi, wondering if the boy had actually put some of the pieces together already. There were myths of beasts such as him, at least two in local lore that he could vaguely remember—snakes that were sacred to a local goddess and could shift to do her will, the king stag who protected all prey who took refuge in the sacred groves—but did Deshi know those myths? Perhaps Deshi's home had similar stories. He swallowed thickly, hesitating to admit his own identity. He couldn't trust just anyone, but the boy was stuck with him, dependent on him. He was tired of staying in human form so often; his skin itched to be allowed back into its furry state, and he hadn't relished a proper hunt in days.


  It was selfish, but that decided it for him. He would tell Deshi if it meant being able to shift into his leopard form without Deshi going into another fit of hysterics. He leaned over, untangling his hand from Deshi's in order to grab a stick. He smoothed over a patch of dirt in front of them, and then drew his cat form. It was a simple drawing, probably far too simple, but it showed a four-legged creature with a tail. When he finished, he pointed with the stick. "Kaanan."


  The scent of fear was unmistakable, but Deshi didn't scramble away from him or make one of those horribly shrill screaming sounds like when he saw him in feline form. Instead, Deshi's eyes merely darted back and forth between him and the little drawing. After a few seconds of silence, Deshi reached for the stick, and he gave it to Deshi without a fight. Deshi leaned over the drawing and poked the tip of the stick into the form over and over. It looked like he was giving the little figure spots, and Kaanan fought not to smile as Deshi looked up at him and rasped out, "Kaanan?"


  He nodded, and Deshi stared at him before nearly bursting into what sounded like birdsong. Too many words all strung messily together in a quick twittering that nearly made him wish he hadn't given away his secret. "Deshi... Deshi! Wait!"


  The order instantly made Deshi quiet like he'd wanted, but the wounded look on Deshi's face tugged at something in his chest, and he petted the boy's hair, scratching lightly at his scalp. He held up another fig in apology, offering it to Deshi with a small smile. "Food. Kaanan home, Deshi home."


  A smile graced Deshi's lips. It seemed his message had gotten across. Deshi was welcome here. He wouldn't let any harm come to Deshi while Deshi was under his protection. Deshi leaned into him as they resumed eating their figs, and he couldn't help but smile when Deshi tried to rub against his shoulder like a cat might. Yes, there was intelligence in Deshi's mind, even if some human habits needed to be relearned to respect the forest. A soft purr lilted from him, and he ate until his belly was full, promising himself that he would hunt that night for something more substantial.


  ****


  He was sprawled out on a large rock near the lake it seemed they'd claimed as theirs. His tail thwapped gently against the stone, his eyes always on Deshi. The boy moved slowly through the shallows of the lake, staring into the clear water. When he'd come back from the morning hunt in his true form, Deshi hadn't batted an eyelash. The acceptance had warmed something inside him that hadn't been warmed in a very, very long time. It worried him. No human should mean as much to him as Deshi did. Still, the moment Deshi crowed, holding up a sleek, silvery fish in his hand, an intense wave of pride washed over him. The boy was learning.


  Of course, Deshi had no idea how to handle the fish now that he'd caught it. It meant he needed to shift and become a man once more so he could demonstrate what needed to be done. He huffed softly, and then rose, padding toward Deshi. With a thought, four paws became two feet, and he stood behind Deshi, watching the boy bring a rock down on the fish's head. It was a quick blow, the life ended in the blink of an eye, and he was glad to see the lack of hesitation in Deshi's movements. The first time Deshi had caught a fish, the boy had balked at him until he'd growled, barked at him, and then Deshi had made a mess of the fish with his rock. This time, it was quick, efficient, and little of the fish would go to waste.


  "Deshi."


  Deshi turned, a little worry in his eyes. "Kaanan."


  "Good." He smiled, the expression awkward on his lips, but the boy seemed to respond well to the non-aggressive baring of teeth. He pointed to the fish. "Deshi hunted fish."


  "What now?" Deshi asked, holding up the fish.


  He crouched in the shallow water and motioned for Deshi to do the same. "Clean. Make ready food." He offered Deshi a sharp stone from the ground and motioned along the fish's belly. "Cut. Take insides out."


  He watched as Deshi obediently gutted the fish and followed his instructions to scrape off the scales and remove the bones. His language was still broken, but it seemed Deshi was bright enough to understand, even with his limited vocabulary. A purr rumbled up out of him by the time Deshi had skewered the pieces of fish and placed them over their fire. Deshi didn't need any help in tending the fire or positioning their food to cook, and it made pride bloom inside him. The boy was learning quickly.


  Deshi took one of the pieces of fruit they had brought back to camp and sliced it. When Deshi offered him a piece, he didn't refuse, taking the bit of fruit and chewing happily. The sweetness of it was still strange to him, but it felt much more natural to enjoy the sweet in his human form than as a cat. All he hungered for as a cat was a good cut of raw meat.


  One piece of the fruit led to another, and then another, but when he reached for the fourth, Deshi pulled it back before he could grasp it. He frowned and reached again, but Deshi chuckled and kept the slice of fruit just out of reach. "Open," Deshi ordered softly, pointing to his mouth.


  His frown deepened, but he did as Deshi said, opening his mouth a little. Deshi placed the fruit past his lips himself. It was a little awkward, and he didn't understand the significance of such a ritual. The only time he had ever fed another was when his cubs were too young to feed themselves. He chuffed at Deshi. "Kaanan not weak like cub."


  Deshi's cheeks turned a vibrant pink at that. "No. I see Kaanan," Deshi breathed, gesturing to help add meaning to his words. His name was spoken with Deshi's hands cupped outward at his forehead like feline ears. "Kaanan strong... smart... beautiful."


  Each word was given a motion, but the last one made no sense to him. He tilted his head, trying to understand. "What beautiful?"


  He watched Deshi's face flush up, and the scent of arousal pricked at his nose as Deshi motioned to different things around them. "Fire. Water. Sky. Kaanan beautiful."


  It was a compliment, then, one that obviously meant something special to Deshi. And Deshi was saying it not only about his human form, but about his natural feline form. He couldn't help but purr at that, and when Deshi offered him another piece of fruit, and then bites of the fish from their roasting sticks, he allowed Deshi to place it into his mouth without a fuss. It was when Deshi's fingers were replaced by Deshi's lips that he finally tensed again, staring at his human companion.


  Deshi pressed his fingers to his lips again. "Kiss."


  "Kiss." He knew that caress of lips to lips. He'd had female mates in the past. There had even been two males in his long history of protecting this forest. None of them, though, had been part of a poacher's party. Deshi had come with the humans who had intended to take the skins of his brethren. He shifted, frowning. "Killer. Came with killers of the cat," he said. "Kill the beautiful."


  Horror filled the boy's face. "No!" Deshi shook his head. "Killers bought me."


  He frowned, growled. Bought? What did bought mean? "Tell Kaanan."


  Deshi huffed. "Mother, Father, owed coin. They had no coin. They had me. Sold me to killers."


  Bartering he could understand. Debt owed and coin scarce. He remembered a distant winter when he'd gone into a village for supplies he'd been desperate for. He'd needed to give something in order to receive the supplies. What Deshi was saying, though, meant that the boy's own parents had used Deshi as the coin to fulfill the debt owed. What debt was so great that parents would barter their own child to killers? "What debt?"


  "Food."


  A child for food? "Food?"


  "Food. Village starving. Needed food. Traded food for me." Deshi tossed a stick into the fire. "Village had food then."


  Food for child. Probably with a promise that the child would be well taken care of. He growled. "Deshi worth more than food."


  Deshi flushed. "I am?"


  He nodded. "Yes. Deshi smart. Quick." He looked Deshi over, trying to see him with an eye for pleasure. "Pretty."


  "Pretty?" Deshi laughed, the sound pleased, amused. "Kaanan beautiful, Deshi pretty."


  "Yes," he declared.


  Deshi scooted closer to him again. "Kiss?"


  He held Deshi's gaze, considering. Kiss often led to mating. Did Deshi want to mate? Was that what this was? "Kiss. Rut?"


  "Rut?"


  Ah, a new word. He sought a different word, but he knew no other, and so he drew in the dirt by the fire. It was a crude, simple image, but to the point. "Rut."


  Deshi looked as if he'd spent too much time in the sun, his face was so red. The boy stared at picture, and then nodded once. "Kiss. Rut."


  He purred. It wouldn't be terrible, and he was fond of Deshi. The boy was important to him now. He nodded. "Yes."


  This time, when Deshi leaned close and sealed their lips together, he was prepared. It had been a very long time since he last kissed and rutted as a human, and even longer since he'd mated with another male, but he remembered well enough. Cupping Deshi's face with both hands, he pulled the boy closer and deepened the kiss, tasting the musky spice of him mixed with the jungle fruits that had been their morning meal. The flavor was a little strange, but appealing, and he purred when Deshi emitted a sound halfway between surprise and outright encouragement.


  What he had said before about Deshi had been true. Deshi was pretty for a human, and the sounds that kept coming from the boy as they continued to kiss were also pretty, not feminine by any means, but still submissive enough to send a distinct tingle through his body. He let one hand wander down Deshi's body, and when he encountered the cloth covering Deshi's groin, he tugged at it until it gave way. Deshi wasn't very large in his palm, but he was hard, and that was more than enough for Kaanan.


  With a needy growl, he picked Deshi up and, despite much unnecessary wiggling on Deshi's part, deposited him onto their makeshift bed. Deshi stared up at him with wide eyes, and he scented the slightest hint of fear amidst the human's potent arousal. He frowned. Why was there fear? He wasn't biting or clawing. To his mind, he was on his best behavior, so why did Deshi stare up at him like that? He chuffed when a thought occurred to him.


  "Wait," he told Deshi before grabbing one of the packs they had looted off the dead poachers. It took a little rummaging, but he purred triumphantly when he found the flask of oil he had remembered seeing. The humans used it to clean their weapons, but it didn't smell bad, so it would do.


  The boy was staring up at him with wide eyes, and lust mingled with fear in the air. Both made his body hungry for Deshi's, and he knelt between Deshi's legs once more. It was awkward, kissing while he oiled his fingers, but it seemed to ease the sense of worry in Deshi. If face to face and kissing were what the boy needed, he wasn't going to deny him. Within moments, he had wormed a finger inside Deshi's tight body. Very tight body, and the way Deshi was screwing up his face... He frowned, tilted his head, and stilled his finger's probing until Deshi opened his eyes. Deshi was covered in sweat, panting, flushed. He fought for a word to give Deshi, to clarify what he was pretty sure they both knew.


  There. That word. "New?"


  Deshi swallowed visibly and averted his eyes, but gave a nod. The boy hadn't ever been with another. Deshi was giving that to him. He slowly smiled and captured Deshi's lips in a sweeter, less savage kiss. It was a promise. He wouldn't just take and rut. This was special, even among his own kind. There weren't many of his kind left, guardians of these forests and jungles and the animals within them, but when they did meet, breed, if one was untouched, then care was taken to ensure the mating was gentle. He began to move his finger inside Deshi once more, gradually shifting in and out until he was filling Deshi with the full length of it.


  The sounds the boy made! Between the soft, wet kisses and the unskilled fumbling of Deshi's hands on his body, the sounds offered up were sweet, submissive, and sparked the protective cat inside him. No one would harm Deshi. Deshi was his. If not forever, then for now, and if the boy ever went back among the idiotic humans, then he would remember the jungle cat that had possessed him for this little while.


  One finger became two, and he left Deshi's lips for his nipples, licking and nipping at them until the boy cried out. Fingers dove into his hair, tugged, and he grinned against Deshi's flesh. Muscles clung to his fingers, teased his senses. The heat of Deshi's body pulled at him, made him want to be restless, but the little whimpers of pained need forced him to remain slow in his foreplay. It was a reminder to him of how important connection was, how lonely he'd been before he'd found Deshi. The boy wasn't like the poachers, wasn't like other humans at all, and he stared down into the young face twisted with pleasure in awe. He might not understand most words out of Deshi's mouth, or Deshi understand his, but they'd come this far. Deshi knew his true form and still kissed him. Still wanted him.


  Deshi's body gave way ever so slightly around his fingers, and he took that as a sign that Deshi was ready, or at least as ready as one could be the first time. He knew it wouldn't be easy for Deshi, that it wouldn't be comfortable, but there was little more he could do to prepare Deshi for their joining. A rumble of a purr escaped him as he licked his way back up to Deshi's lips. He shifted until the tip of his sex nudged at Deshi's entrance, and he drizzled a little more oil into his palm to slick himself liberally with a low moan. Deshi looked up at him, and the boy's hands tightened in his hair and at his shoulder as he eased forward.


  He watched as pain and shock moved over Deshi's face, and the whimpering cry that came from the boy's throat was one of the most beautiful things he'd heard in so long. There were countless birds and beasts in the jungle, and each had its song to the creators, a special sound it made in moments like these. The sound of innocence being lost was a sacred thing, something he would hold close and cherish, even if Deshi never knew.


  His first thrust forward was slow, gentle. Even though the pressure was exquisite around him and all he wanted was to bury himself in a single snap of his hips, he kept a tight hold on his control. He refused to move too quickly as Deshi cried out and clung to him with trembling hands. "Wait," he breathed against Deshi's lips, keeping their eyes locked. It was his only advice, the only word he could think to say. Wait for it to get better. Wait for Deshi's body to adjust. It would only take a minute or two for most of the pain to subside. "Wait."


  A soft, pained sound fluttered against his lips, but he felt Deshi nod, and he smiled as he offered the boy another kiss. It was something he could do to distract from the pain as he rested against Deshi's body, joined with him as deeply as possible. Deshi was hot, tight around him—so very tight—and it took all his willpower to stay there for another minute, tasting the need on Deshi's lips. When he shifted, made that first true thrust, Deshi gasped against him, and he growled possessively. Deshi was his, and he would make this first time count, make it a memory that would see them both through the future, even if that future pulled them apart.


  He set a slow, rocking rhythm. No matter how hard he tried to be gentle, he knew a bit of pain was inevitable, but the sounds that came from Deshi slowly changed. The pain he could hear went from bright to muted, and then it mixed with something deeper, something more desperate. The boy's nails dug into him, but instead of weakly pushing him away, Deshi yanked him closer, into a kiss more passionate than the others had been.


  He growled low in his throat, and Deshi shuddered under him. They didn't need words. Sounds, scents, and heated glances told him far more than any new word could. Deshi whimpered when he shifted their position a little, and then the boy cried out with the next thrust. He couldn't help but grin ferally into the next kiss.


  In the humid warmth of the jungle floor, he took Deshi, pleasure and possession dancing through his senses. Everything else fell away. His world narrowed to the sweet moans and thick musk they created together. He tried to draw it out, but the gripping tightness of Deshi's body worked against him. The fire of release rolled through him, gaining strength the longer he rocked into the boy. Deshi was firm against his belly, and he gathered his wits long enough to snarl, reach between them, and take Deshi's cock in his hand.


  Deshi arched, shouted, and clawed his nails down his back. The potent scent of seed filled the air, twined with pleasure and pain within him, and the sheer joy the boy took in the coupling shoved him over the gaping precipice. He came with a roar, his hands gripping with bruising force at Deshi's hips. After a moment of bright tension, he collapsed against the boy, panting, his head still spinning. He didn't know if it was the heat of the forest or the lingering ecstasy from the rutting, but he didn't care. He felt wonderful. Deshi's fingers began to comb through his hair, and he couldn't keep his purr quiet.


  He lifted his head after a moment and licked from Deshi's collarbone, up his throat, to his lips. The silly smile on the boy's face caused something to tighten in his gut. He purred a little louder and licked over Deshi's lips. "Deshi well?" he asked, the words trilling with his purr.


  The flush gracing Deshi's cheeks darkened just a little. "Yes, I'm well."


  "Good."


  He wrapped his arms around Deshi as he pulled his softening cock from him. After pulling Deshi against him, he nuzzled his ear. Sleep clawed at him. The heat, his full belly, and their spent passions conspired against him and demanded a mid-afternoon nap. Since Deshi seemed to be in the same boat, he decided not to fight it. He'd hunt when they woke up, and he easily fell into dreams of running through the forest on four legs with Deshi at his side.


  ****


  The scent of the forest had changed. It was a subtle thing he might not have noticed if he had spent all his time as a human. Luckily, with Deshi so receptive to his feline form, he had been hunting each day as a cat, only shifting into a man when Deshi desired a little conversation or rutting. They had fallen into a routine that allowed him more time as a cat. This seemed to be yet another reason to be grateful for Deshi's understanding. As he stalked through the undergrowth and brush of the forest, he sniffed the air again. It was slight, but as a breeze moved hotly through the semi-darkness of the jungle beneath the canopy, he caught a whiff of it.


  Humans. Oh, he couldn't smell them yet—not from this distance—but he knew the changes that signaled humans approaching. From the odd birdsong above him to the scents of other animals changing their marking and hunting patterns. Beasts only changed those habits when new, powerful hunters were suddenly introduced to the area, and there was no predator more dangerous than the human.


  He spared a thought for Deshi before deciding to track the humans. If there were more poachers approaching, it was best he take care of them himself so Deshi wouldn't be bothered. Close enough to cause the changes around him was closer than he liked to the den he'd made with Deshi by the lake. With Deshi out gathering more figs, he knew exactly where the boy would be for the next few hours. That comforted him, enabled him to hunt the poachers without the distraction of worry.


  They weren't difficult to find. Tracking the changing scent to its source only took patience, and he had that in abundance. His ears and tail twitched when he scented the distinct musk of them, followed closely by the first sounds of human voices. The voices were joined by the sound of metal impacting the ferns and trees. The humans had weapons, then. Large ones, from the metallic clangs that raked over his ears. He growled low in his throat as he sat and waited downwind, shifting only to track their path.


  It was perhaps another hour before they did as he feared they would, moving along the same path the poachers had taken into his territory. He would have frowned if his feline face were capable of the expression. Why were they following that path so closely? It was almost as if they weren't tracking prey at all, and that was odd for poachers, odd enough for him to creep closer for a better look at the party.


  He was careful, remaining downwind as he silently aligned his path with theirs, glimpsing them through the trees and vines. His eyes narrowed as he took in the appearance of the group. They were clothed appropriately for the forest, but weren't armed to the teeth like poachers. They had devices he had never seen before, and they didn't reek of blood and anger. If they had hunted, they had done so carefully, or infrequently enough, for it to have been only for food.


  It took him a minute to identify what he was looking at, but the realization finally hit him like a blow to his sensitive belly. This was a searching party. They were probably looking for the poachers' remains, perhaps even looking for Deshi. His tail drooped a bit at that thought, and he felt a pit begin to form in his gut. If they were looking for the boy, then the kind thing to do would be lead them to him. Deshi might have begun learning to take care of himself, but the deep wilds of the jungle were not Deshi's home. This was his home, his world, and the boy had just fallen into it with those poachers. This was Deshi's chance to return to his own world, maybe even to his family now that he was free of the poachers.


  The thought of losing Deshi nearly stopped him in his tracks, nearly sent him running away from the party of humans, but he couldn't just leave the humans to wander. They would find nothing, and eventually give up and return wherever they came from, but could he live with himself if he forced Deshi to stay? Could he live with himself if he selfishly kept the knowledge of this search party to himself?


  He deftly moved through the jungle again, this time, he intentionally made noise. It took the idiot humans several minutes to catch the sounds, to begin following his trail. They would call out after every noise he made, but he kept leading them along. Any other beast would know it was being led, but not the humans. They believed themselves to be the top of the food chain. If they'd seen what he'd left of the poachers, maybe they'd be a little more wary of sounds in the jungle. For now, their arrogance served his purpose, and he made sure his tail and paws left markers behind for the humans to follow.


  The closer he drew to the copse of fig trees, where Deshi's scent was strongest to his nose, the doubt began to claw at him. Did he truly want to give the boy up? Deshi was his, wasn't he? He'd taken the boy in, ensured he'd survived, even taught him about the food and forest itself here. Yes, should Deshi return with the humans, his life would return to the pattern it had, protecting the leopards as a leopard once more, but... was it enough anymore? He loved the leopards, loved the jungle, but Deshi... did he also love Deshi?


  It didn't matter. The jungle wasn't the boy's place. Deshi should be with his own kind, thriving with a wife and children, working fields and growing old in the safety of a village. The forest was unsafe, and he needed to protect the leopards; Deshi made it difficult for him to think of anything other than Deshi. He growled softly the minute the boy came into sight, and the smile Deshi offered him—his arms full of ripe figs—nearly broke his heart. The humans weren't far behind, and he had to make sure they found the boy.


  "Kaanan!" Deshi rushed to him. "Figs all over."


  He chuffed and looked over his shoulder as he heard another shout from the humans. The boy's head snapped up, his brow furrowed as he looked out into the jungle.


  "Kaanan?" Deshi asked, dark brown eyes darting to him.


  He couldn't explain, but padded around Deshi and gave him a hard nudge with his head.


  "Humans." The boy turned around. "Humans coming!"


  He chuffed again and nodded as best he could. Yes, humans were coming. They were coming for Deshi. The boy glared at him, and he decided staying as a leopard wouldn't help explain to Deshi. He willed the body of the cat away, replacing it with the body of a man, and then he opened his eyes and stared at Deshi. "Go with humans."


  Deshi's eyes widened, the almond shape of them disappearing with how much white showed around the expressive, dark depths. "No!" Deshi gasped, dropping all the figs to the forest floor and gripping him tightly by the forearms.


  Kaanan frowned at him. Why was Deshi panicking? "Deshi go with humans. Home with humans."


  Deshi's grip on him tightened, and Deshi shook him, actually shook him. The boy's voice was soft, though, hushed as if he were afraid speaking would alert the approaching search party. "No! Home not with humans. Send them away, Kaanan!"


  Send them away? After leading them all the way here, Deshi wanted him to lead them away again? He growled in his confusion, glancing behind Deshi at the trees that still stood between them and the humans. "Deshi not want humans?"


  "No, I don't want the humans. I don't want to go!" Deshi released him, but the boy stepped in half a dozen directions, obviously unsure what to do or where to run.


  It made no sense, but he knew they had to act quickly. He gripped Deshi's shoulder tightly enough to make him stop moving about like a bug stuck in a spider's web. "Tree. Climb. Now."


  "Kaanan..."


  "Go!" Kaanan hissed, pushing Deshi toward a suitable tree and scattering the gathered figs so they weren't such an obvious marker. He followed Deshi up the tree and motioned for Deshi to climb higher, supporting the boy when he hesitated to go higher. He hugged Deshi against the trunk of the tree when he heard the humans break through the tree line of the more wild forest surrounding the fig trees. They were high enough for the branches and foliage to mask them, but Deshi's skin was so pale that he did his best to cover the boy's limbs with his own, just in case the humans happened to look up.


  He could feel Deshi's heart pounding, could scent the fear on him. The boy began to open his mouth to speak, but he pressed his finger to Deshi's lips, simply whispering into Deshi's ear. "Safe. Wait."


  Below, the humans milled around. He couldn't understand their words. The language was fast, trilling to his ears. They looked up into the canopy, but only briefly, and then they were moving on. The humans turned from the direction of the home he'd made with the boy, wandered deeper into the forest. He waited until his muscles ached and sweat dripped down his back, and then he began to shimmy down. He tugged at Deshi, encouraged him to follow. Once they were on the ground once more, he pointed toward their home. "Go. Wait."


  "Kaanan!" Deshi hissed. "Talk."


  "Go. I will follow humans. Keep them away." It was so strange using that singular word, but he understood it now. "Go. Wait."


  Deshi glared at him once more, and then turned toward their camp, ran through the brush. With a thought, he shifted from man to cat and, on four paws, ran after the humans. He snarled, growled, circled them, frightened them. The humans shot their rifles, shouted in their odd language, but he was faster than they were. He chased them, drove them far from the home he'd made with the boy. If Deshi wanted to stay, if he and this forest were now Deshi's home, then he would ensure no one came close enough to threaten them.


  It was almost nightfall when he padded from the tree line to the soft, sandy land their home was built upon. The boy had already started a fire, and the scent of cooking fish flesh tickled his nose. He growled, and Deshi's head snapped up from watching the fish on the fire. The boy's cheeks were damp, and it broke his heart that he'd made Deshi cry. He padded over and nosed Deshi, licked at salty cheeks.


  "Kaanan." Deshi stroked his fingers through his fur. "You would have sent me away." Desperation tinged the boy's voice, and he licked at Deshi's face again. "Do you not love me anymore?"


  Love? Love. He loved the leopards. He loved the jungle. He loved Deshi! He chuffed, stepped back, and shifted from leopard to man. "Deshi," he said, voice gruff, thick with emotion. "I... love Deshi."


  "Then why send me from our home?" Deshi demanded, giving his chest a weak shove. "Why bring humans to our home?"


  He frowned. How could he explain it all to Deshi in words Deshi would understand? "Deshi human. Deshi home always with humans. Lost in Kaanan's home. I hear humans; I think humans help you. Be Deshi's home again."


  Deshi sniffled and shook his head. "Deshi's home not with humans. Deshi's home with Kaanan. With you. I want my home to be with you!"


  Heat moved through Kaanan, settling in his chest and belly. He tightened his grip around Deshi, not letting Deshi's weak protests succeed in separating them. Why did Deshi say he wanted to be close, but then push him away? It didn't make any sense to him. What made sense was the love he felt, that warmth and desire to keep Deshi safe and close to him. He tried to think of the correct words, form them in his head before speaking them carefully. "I... want Deshi—" He paused for a moment, trying to use the words Deshi was teaching him. "I want you... to stay."


  Deshi stopped struggling against him, and he leaned in to lick away a couple more tears as they fell down Deshi's cheeks. "I stay, you teach, and I learn?" Deshi asked, his voice soft. When he leaned in close to sniff along Deshi's skin, he smelled that sweet fear again, the kind that was softer than survival. It was more like hope. Deshi was hoping for his answer.


  He purred as he smiled, brushing Deshi's hair back from his face. "Yes. Deshi stay and learn." He liked that thought. "I protect you."


  "No bringing humans back," Deshi said, leaning into his touch.


  "No more humans," he promised in return. Deshi smiled faintly. The boy brought a hand up to stroke along his chest, and his eyes closed for a moment. "Deshi help protect cats."


  Deshi's smile broadened. "Yes. Protect Kaanan, cats, and jungle."


  It was a sweet promise, one he knew Deshi could hardly keep. The boy was perhaps a hundred pounds soaking wet. But that Deshi wanted to... that was worth everything to him. He took Deshi's mouth in one of those hungry kisses the boy liked so much, and he pulled their bodies together. Deshi fit in his arms as if he'd been made for him, and he couldn't help but deepen the kiss. Soft sounds of want filled the kiss as Deshi moved against him, and he quickly bore Deshi to the ground.


  With a swipe of his large hand, the cloths they used to cover themselves were cast aside. He let his weight settle against the boy, and he thrust, rubbing their bodies together as he devoured every little whimper and cry Deshi offered him. It was base and hungry, careless and thoughtless, and he would have simply turned Deshi onto his belly and taken him if Deshi hadn't stopped him in the middle of doing just that.


  "Wait!" Deshi panted. He frowned as he watched Deshi crawl to their shelter, motioning for him to follow. He growled, stalking into the simple hut, and Deshi waited, holding up the small clay pot of oil they'd been adding to each time he'd found some coconuts. "I don't want to hurt," the boy murmured, kneeling on the pad of grasses they used for a bed.


  He growled and chuffed, joining Deshi on their mat. He took the jar from Deshi. "Kaanan will not hurt you," he swore before drawing Deshi into another heated kiss.


  Deshi melted against him, slowly crawling back into his lap. It was like the boy accepted his promises without a moment's hesitation. To be given such faith, such utter trust and submission, was one of the most powerful aphrodisiacs he'd ever experienced. He wouldn't betray that trust. Deshi was his, and he would take care of the boy, tonight and always, be it lovemaking or teaching Deshi to hunt and gather.


  He wrapped an arm around Deshi and dipped the fingers of his other hand into the small pool of oil in the pot. He curled his tongue around Deshi's, nipped his lower lip, and reveled in the soft, desperate sounds Deshi gave in return when he brought his fingers to the boy's hole. He pushed two fingers inside without too much trouble and made swift work of spreading the oil, adding a bit more to his fingers before pressing a third digit inside Deshi as well. The foreplay was delightful, and the way the boy moved against him was almost sinful.


  "Kaanan," Deshi whimpered, burying his face against his neck. He purred, nuzzling and nipping at Deshi's earlobe to try to distract from the momentary discomfort. They so rarely needed words in moments like these, and he liked it that way. It allowed scent and touch and taste to become just as important, and he could feel when Deshi began to open to him, relax into the gentle thrusts of his fingers.


  It was when Deshi's hand snaked between them and stroked him lightly that he groaned. A low, possessive growl escaped him as he nudged the pot of oil toward Deshi. The boy needed no more instruction after that, oiling a small hand. Deshi's grip was blissfully slick after that, and he shuddered, shifting up into Deshi's hand. He could easily have spent himself just like that, but as his need became more acute, he pulled Deshi closer and positioned himself, unwilling to wait any longer.


  Deshi sat back onto him with a cry, and he stared up at the boy, the line of his neck, the arch of his beautiful body as they joined. If there was pain for Deshi, it must have been lost under the rush of pleasure for the boy to make such sounds. He arched his own neck, nipping his way up Deshi's throat and jaw until their lips closed in another consuming kiss.


  With the slightest encouragement of his hands, Deshi began to move against him. The boy rocked in his lap, and the movement brought a growl rumbling up out of him. Every sound he made was devoured by Deshi's eager lips. As Deshi adjusted to him, the rocking turned into bouncing, and kissing became impossible as Deshi moaned and moved on him.


  Despite the boy's eagerness, he grew frustrated. The cat within him wanted to take, to lay claim to its mate, and with Deshi astride him, it was impossible to fulfill that need. He snarled, bit at Deshi's throat, and then rolled their bodies. In the blink of an eye, Deshi was sprawled across their sleeping mat, and he was buried balls-deep inside the boy's squirming body. Deshi's cry echoed in his ears, and he licked at the indention left by his teeth. He gave them both just a moment to gain their bearings, and then he let the cat have sway.


  His hips were powerful, his thrusts hard and fast, and his mouth left several bright marks behind on Deshi's throat. Deshi was wanton beneath him, nails scratching down his back, urging him onward. The scent of sweat, musk, and coconut filled his nose. Teeth and tongues, nails and the squeeze of thighs, everything compounded to drive him mad with need. The boy's shouts and whines did nothing to help him bite back the oncoming storm of pleasure building within him. He took Deshi's mouth in another searing kiss, and he felt the boy's hand worm between their bodies. He opened his eyes, gazed down at Deshi's flushed, damp face, and when he saw his own pleasure mirrored in those dark eyes, he let himself go.


  He collapsed against Deshi, his yowl of completion fading in his own ears, and Deshi's body was still quivering around him. His flesh was sensitive, and he whined, licking at Deshi's lips as they came down from the high of release together. The scent of their come mingled in the air, and the smug satisfaction he felt in that moment couldn't be topped by anything else. He began to purr, and Deshi's fingers combed through his hair, caressed his sweaty brow and cheeks. He grinned down at the boy, all teeth and pride, and Deshi laughed breathlessly up at him.


  "I love you," Deshi said.


  He chuffed and nipped the inside of Deshi's wrist. "I love you."


  They may not have had many words to express themselves yet, but those three were the most important. They were understood without any explanation, without any need for fumbling, and they were the ones that bound them together more tightly than any others. They loved their jungle. They loved their cats. They loved each other. Together, they'd defend the leopards against the poachers, and as he settled beside Deshi, held him close in his arms, he couldn't think of a better path to walk.


  THE END
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  A naked man lies bound on crisp white sheets—his blindfold appears to be a white pillowcase, his gag: a white towel. The man's testicles are separated and strung tightly with a white shoelace, rivulets of cum streaking across his abdomen.
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  Dear Author,


  Who is he? How did he get here? Why would he submit himself to hours of teasing, torment, edging, and orgasm control? How much more can he take?


  I need to know.


  Sincerely,


  Stella
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  JUST BE & HE PAINTS IN WHITE


  by Jason Huffman-Black


  The first thud brought a shudder. Being bound up tightly left him incapable of much other movement. The towel in his mouth muffled his pained cry to a mere moan.


  Hard. He'd been hard for hours, his body surely marked from the various pains and pleasures keeping him in that condition, although he couldn't see past the blindfold to confirm. This new treatment blew his mind.


  Another thud. He rolled his eyes and curled his toes. It had to be the deerskin flogger; nothing else would have worked so well, giving the deep thud shaking him to his bones, and the pleasure sending him flying.


  One more thud and his ass muscles clenched, struggling to push his hips up. The movement drove the small egg-shaped vibrator harder against his prostate.


  His cock and balls had been tied until they throbbed. His master had chewed and sucked his swollen testicles until he'd wept. But now his cock had been strung up, standing straight out from his body so that the soft weighted leather straps of the flogger could work their magic.


  Thud. The straps slapped down onto his cock, wrapping around to grip firmly, like a lover's hand. A twist of his master's wrist and the straps pulled at the skin, a short pump of his cock, before the straps fell away, leaving his cock weeping for further attention.


  "Please." The word came out as an unintelligible hum, but he began a litany of pleading, the strikes far enough apart that he wondered if they'd stopped. Then another.


  Thud. The slap was barely this side of painful, the pleasure of the tight grasp and tug making up for the slap immediately. He'd been on the edge of orgasm for what felt like days, his body a bottomless pit of need.


  Thud. A choking sob stifled by the gag, but tears now streamed from beneath the fabric over his eyes. His thighs tensed and trembled, awaiting the next strike of the flogger.


  It didn't come. Quiet, except for the low hum of the vibrator. He turned his head to listen more closely, holding his breath in an attempt to hear.


  Still nothing. And then the brush of his master's calloused thumb across the head of his cock.


  "Come." One word, so quiet yet so confident of being obeyed.


  Like a dam breaking, all the emotion, the desire, the love, the need-it all exploded from him in the most intense orgasm of his life. It took with it all the worries, the cares, the anxieties, the disappointments, reminding him that his master was in control. All he needed to do was--just be.


  


  HE PAINTS IN WHITE


  by Jason Huffman-Black


  There isn't much I can say that could convince someone I am even minutely worthy of the gorgeous man lying on the bed before me. He is the epitome of everything good and clean in this world, from those designer suits to his ideals to his apple pie life. But as much as I see how lucky I am to have Stefan's submission for these past six months, he seems wholly oblivious that he deserves much more than a former felon turned mechanic whose one suit was bought for court appearances and can't get the grease from around his fingers no matter how hard or long he scrubs.


  I use white to bind him. It seems wrong to use any other color on the man. A pillowcase for a blindfold, a towel for a gag, and sheets to cuff his hands to the headboard. Nothing fancy, although he deserves the best of gear. I create the masterpiece of his submission with the tools I have at hand.


  He lies still, his head cocked to listen for my movement, but I have gone still, admiring his beauty, considering how I will go about the task at hand. The task of worshipping him through my dominance. My hand falls to his thigh, brushing a rough, calloused thumb against the silky hair found there as I admire the canvas before me. A muffled moan rises from Stefan's throat. He has always been a vocal lover, something I appreciate fully.


  His cock strains and twitches upward from its bed against Stefan's lower abdomen, but I make no effort to move my hand closer. The beauty of his need fills me with pride ,and I brush my own straining cock against his shin, a small gift to the bound man that he repays with a deep rumble of need.


  I turn away from Stefan's beauty, intent on continuing my work. On the dresser, I pick up the new pack of white laces, ripping it open and extracting one. I lay it across my hand, wondering if my lover has noticed my affinity for white when I play with him. If he has, he's never mentioned it. I wrap the lace around my hand, admiring the contrast to the colorful back of my hand, the bright design that travels up the length of both my arms and over most of my chest and back. The pictures on my skin tell the story of my life, both before and during my time in prison, on up until the time I met my current lover. He has no ink on his skin; he needs no enhancement to the perfection he already displays for me on a regular basis. Another difference between us.


  Stepping back between Stefan's splayed legs, I grasp his testicles. He keeps them clean shaven for me, a request that makes him blush but also gets him hard. He may be all apple pie and conservative values, but Stefan accepts his submissive nature, allows himself to be a kinky bastard privately. I take his pair in a firm grip and massage them in my rough palm, enjoying how he squirms and winces with the pain but his cock leaks even more into the growing puddle on his stomach.


  Pulling his testicles away from his body, I wrap the shoestring around the base, drawing it tight until the color peaks at a deep red, the skin taut and shiny over the tender orbs beneath. The string then is used to separate each globe before I give in to the need, kneeling to take each testicle into my mouth. I suck, nip, and chew on the lovely offerings. The mewls of pain and pleasure, a backdrop as I sink into my own urges. After taking my pleasure on his balls, I set my teeth a little over an inch apart and pull back from the single testicle in my mouth, forcing it to exit through the space provided. The keening from farther up the bed is music to my ears.


  At the height of his cry, I reach up and wrap my hand around his cock, giving him two strong pumps that make his hips arch off the mattress and wrench his testicle from my mouth. His cry ends in a strangled whimper, hips frozen in the air, his abdominal muscles rigid as my rough fingertips drag up and down the satiny surface.


  Once he breathes again, it is ragged and shallow. His muscles tremble as he slowly lowers his hips back to the bed. His red slick testicles show my teeth marks, another brushstroke on my perfect canvas.


  THE END
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  KISS AND MAKEUP


  by Shira Anthony
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  Ted is a special effects make-up artist who hopes to win an Oscar for his work on a big budget sci-fi movie. He spends four hours each morning transforming action-hero superstar Lenny Golden into an alien warlord. His greatest achievement would be to transform Lenny into his lover before filming ends.


  ~ Diane
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  KISS AND MAKEUP


  by Shira Anthony


  CHAPTER 1


  His slicked fingers glided over the smooth skin and he marveled at the hard muscle beneath. Inch by inch he greased the firm flesh, sliding over peaks and valleys of finely honed abs, into the creases under the pectoral muscles and the deep indentation at the waist. With the grease, the slippery skin caught the light and glittered silver on tan.


  "Are you warm enough?" Ted felt suddenly hot in his cotton shirt. Had the air conditioning gone out again?


  "I'm good." The voice was a rich baritone. Warm. Sexy.


  "I'm almost done."


  Len let out a slow breath that sounded almost like a sigh, and Ted wondered if the other man felt the same heat. He brushed the thought away.


  This is work. Don't forget that.


  Why was it so damn hard to stay focused? He wiped his hands on a towel and studied the slicked chest with satisfaction, then pressed a button on the table to make it pivot at the center until Len was standing upright once again.


  "Can I get you something to drink? It'll be a few hours before you'll be able to move."


  "Nah, I'm fine. Thanks."


  In his eight years in the business, Ted Aaronson had never been so distracted. He never got distracted. He was the best sci-fi makeup artist around—the go-to guy when the director wanted detail stuff. The most complicated prosthetic work. The cutting-edge designs. But having Len Golden on his table half-naked, his smooth chest the object of his attentions, was almost more than Ted could take.


  The guy was stunning. Better in person, Ted thought, than on screen. Reddish-brown hair and deep green eyes, with a strong jaw, high cheekbones, and muscles that wouldn't quit. Ted imagined what it would be like to unbutton the well-worn jeans and run his hands over the tight globes of Len's—


  "On second thought," Len said, the tiny lines at the corners of his mouth more visible with his boyish smile, "I think I'd like some water. And maybe I'll take a leak."


  "Bathrooms are through that door." Ted gestured to his left. "I'll get a few bottles. Perrier?"


  "Tap is fine."


  Ted nodded and watched Len walk away, watched the perfect ass in the faded Levi's. He repressed a sigh. Len Golden was the hottest thing to hit the screen in a decade. It didn't hurt that on top of his to-die-for good looks, the guy could really act.


  Ted had met the man ten years before, when they'd both been working summer stock at a theatre in up-state New York. Back then, "Len Golden" was still "Lenny Goldberger," and Ted was the emo kid nobody looked at twice. Ted remembered Lenny well: a bright-eyed newbie whose only acting credit was a high school production of "How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying." Len had seemed oblivious to the wide-eyed stares of the actresses and stage crew. He was just a nice guy from Long Island with dreams of singing on Broadway. No talk of Hollywood or of blockbuster action flicks, no Oscar buzz.


  Not that Lenny would remember him, thought Ted. Ted Aaronson wasn't a memorable kind of a guy. At seventeen, he had been the epitome of geekdom, dreaming of a life somewhere beyond the confines of middle-class suburbia. The guy with multiple piercings, the latest of which was a silver bar through his eyebrow. Kohl eyeliner, mesh shirts, tight black jeans, black Converses or army boots.


  Ten years later, Ted was the proud recipient of an Oscar nomination for Best Makeup for a big-budget zombie film he'd nearly turned down, and Lenny was the hottest commodity in Hollywood. A "thinking-man's action hero," as one of the reviewers had dubbed him. And this new movie just might earn them both an Academy Award.


  "Better?" Ted asked as Len sauntered back into the room. He finished the water in the paper cup he was holding and tossed it into the garbage near the makeup table.


  "Great. So what's next?"


  "I'll take a casting of the front of your torso for the body armor. We'll do your head tomorrow morning and your back in the afternoon, once Tina has the front section ready for me."


  Len nodded and took his place back on the table.


  "We'll start off with you standing up and when the silicone's set, I'll tilt the table and do the plaster on top."


  Ted poured equal amounts of the silicone and hardener into a cup, mixing it until it turned a uniform blue. Then with his fingers, he began to slather the mixture in a thin coating over Len's chest.


  "The release cream I rubbed on you will keep your hairs from sticking to the silicone," Ted explained, eager to keep his mind off the feel of Len's body. Talking helped calm the errant twitch of his cock. Well, at least a little.


  He certainly wasn't going to be at his best with constant wood. He even considered using a brush to paint the silicone, figuring it might be less of a turn-on. Some of his colleagues preferred brush to fingers, but Ted had always appreciated the sensual, artistic nature of the process. In high school, he had loved to work in clay, and the connection between his fingers and an actor's skin always reminded him of sculpting classes in college.


  No. You do what you always do. You can jack off all you like tonight, back home, but now you're going to do your job the way you know you need to do it.


  "Cold." Len laughed in a low rumble that made Ted's jeans feel tighter still. If that was even remotely possible.


  "Don't move," Ted warned. He didn't want to spoil the casting, but he also didn't want the other man to see the bulge at his crotch. He thanked the gods that he hadn't tucked his shirt inside his pants.


  "Sorry." Len closed his eyes as Ted continued to cover his chest in the paste, making sure to coat the indentation beneath Ted's Adam's apple and slightly farther up.


  God, but Len's body was fucking perfect! His chin was rough with stubble and Ted's cock jumped again at the prospect of shaving that strong jaw tomorrow before he cast the actor's face for the prosthetics. Ted imagined licking the base of Len's neck, feathering bites and kisses up and over his jaw.


  It was going to be a long three hours.


  ****


  Three days earlier…


  Ted sat, listening to the studio handler prattle on. "And of course," she told Ted's assistant, Tina, "Mr. Golden will need all his meals brought in from Francine's Naturals. Bubbly water, maybe some Italian soda—you know, the all-natural fruit juice variety. No sugar. Protein bars. Fresh fruit. Cheese, but not the super fatty French stuff. A good Emmentaler or Gruyère. Whole wheat baguettes."


  Tina nodded, catching Ted's eye from time to time to roll her eyes in disgust. She was right out of school, damn lucky to have her job, and she knew it. But she also knew Ted had little interest in the Hollywood bullshit, and that he hated this as much as she did.


  Ted shot her a look of warning. This gig was huge, and he had no intention of letting Tina screw it up for him. The studio was paying him a fortune to transform its hottest star into an alien commander, but still giving him enough control over the project that he'd be able to showcase his art for a change.


  "Oh, and Mr. Aaronson," the woman—what was her name, Marjorie?—added after pausing only long enough to take a breath, "I've spoken to the director, and he's agreed that the body armor needs to showcase Len's attributes, if you know what I mean."


  "Of course." Ted knew exactly what she meant. Far be it from him to hide the muscular body which Lenny Golden had become known for. He could appreciate a thing of beauty as much as the next man—or woman, for that matter.


  CHAPTER 2


  Present…


  "…and if they know what's good for them," Marjorie droned on as the limo pulled up in front of the makeup area of the studio lot, "they'll have the food ready to go before you have to sit in that damn chair again. I can't believe they didn't have it ready before you started yesterday. I'll just have to—"


  "It's okay, Margie," Len interrupted with a yawn. "I'm not that hungry anyhow. I can wait until later." The limo driver opened the door for them. They had only gotten a few feet from the limo when Len stopped dead in his tracks. "Fuck."


  "What's the matter, Lenny?" Her look of concern was almost comical.


  "Forgot my iPod at the beach house. I was going to listen to some music while the makeup guy cast my face today."


  "The beach house?" She looked horrified. "I could pick you up a new one, if you'd like."


  He sighed. "I'd made up a playlist and everything. It was so goddamn boring the other day…." His voice trailed off and he wore a pained expression.


  "It's not a problem," she told him. "I'll have the driver take me back there."


  "Are you sure? That's going to be three hours roundtrip this time of day, with traffic."


  "Of course I'm sure. That's my job, right? Making sure you have what you need."


  "You're a sweetheart," he said, planting a kiss on her cheek. "I think I left it on the dining room table. The ear buds should be attached."


  "I'll be back as soon as I can," she said as she trotted off in the direction of the limo. "Make sure you get yourself something to eat, though. Can't have you starving all day, can we?"


  "I'll eat. Don't worry, Margie. I promise."


  He stood for a moment, watching until she climbed back into the limousine and it pulled away. He put his duffle bag down on a nearby bench, unzipped it and reached inside to recover the paper bag he'd hidden beneath his change of clothes. He zipped the bag again and headed toward the door to the makeup area.


  "Mr. Golden," the blond assistant said as she saw him enter, "Teddy's just finishing up. The food table's set up over there," she gestured to the far corner of the large room, "in case you're hungry."


  "Thanks. It's Tina, right?" She nodded, looking quite pleased that he'd remembered her name. "If you don't mind, maybe you can grab me an orange juice?"


  "Sure." She smiled at him as he walked over to the makeup chair.


  "Hello," Len said, catching Ted Aaronson's eye. Ted smiled up at him and gestured to the seat.


  "How does your body feel today?" Ted asked.


  Len couldn't help but notice the slight blush on the other man's cheeks. "My body feels pretty good, thanks."


  "Oh." Their eyes met and Ted blushed harder. "I meant, you know, skin rashes or that sort of thing."


  Len chuckled. "No rashes or anything," he said with a grin.


  "Ah… oh… that's good." Ted busied himself with some of the bottles as if trying to avoid Len's gaze.


  "Listen," Len said in a conspiratorial whisper, "I know there's a huge spread the studio ordered, but I was hoping maybe you'd have a little breakfast with me."


  Ted turned around and stared at Len. "You… what?"


  Len smiled and took the paper bag off the table. "I can't stand the crap they order for me." When Ted looked confused, Len pulled two bundles out of the bag, each wrapped in white food service paper. "I brought something better."


  "You… you brought breakfast? For me, too?" Ted's long, dark bangs fell into his eyes and Len fought the urge to brush back the silky hair.


  "Yeah." Len handed him one of the bundles.


  Ted hesitated for a split second, then took the offering, his fingers brushing against Len's. He gasped audibly. "I… thanks… that's…."


  "I hope you like bagels. I found this little place down the street from my beach house that makes them fresh every day. What do they say, 'You can take me out of New York, but you can't take the New York out of me'?"


  Ted unwrapped the sandwich and his mouth parted in obvious surprise. "I love lox," he said as he lifted the top half of the bagel and peered underneath at the smoked salmon laid over the cream cheese. "Lettuce, tomato, red onion and… they had capers?"


  "You don't like them?"


  "Are you kidding? That's the best." Ted appeared stunned at the gesture and more than a little embarrassed.


  "I think so, too. Back where I grew up, that was the only way we ate them." Len gazed at Ted as he stared stupidly at the bagel. "Well, are you going to join me? Or are you under a time crunch? I wouldn't want to—"


  "Not at all. We've got plenty of time today." Ted pulled over a chair and took the bagel in his hands as Len unwrapped his own.


  "Great." Len bit into his, then added, with his mouth half full, "Shit. I forgot about the onions. I shouldn't have ordered them today. You're going to have me breathing fire on you."


  "Won't matter if my breath is just as bad, will it?" Ted laughed, and seemed to relax a bit.


  "Nah," Len said with a wicked grin. "It won't."


  "So it's pretty much the same deal today as yesterday," Ted told him half an hour later as he readied the shaving equipment. "I'll make the cast of your face from the mask and I'll use that to create the prosthetics."


  "What's your concept for the look?"


  "I'm going for an updated version of some of the old flicks. Something along the lines of The Creature from the Black Lagoon meets Alien vs. Predator. And since your character is an avatar, really, and not actually an alien, I've worked in some more… ah… human features."


  Len laughed. "As in my pecs, abs, and ass?"


  "Yeah, I guess."


  Ted looked a bit hangdog, but Len was unfazed. He knew why he'd gotten as far as he had. "It's okay to call a duck a duck. I know what my handlers told you."


  "It doesn't bother you?" Len could tell that Ted hadn't meant to ask the question, by the pink flush that quickly rose in his cheeks.


  "Being treated like a piece of meat?" Len shook his head. "No. I guess it did once."


  But this is where it ends. After this movie, it's my dog and pony show.


  ****


  Ted wasn't sure what to say. He was already sure he'd said too much.


  Fucking big mouth Aaronson.


  He pulled a straight-edge razor out of a drawer. Carbon steel blade. Amboyna wood burl handle. American manufacture. Ted had purchased the hand-honed beauty a month before, but had never used it. The thousand-dollar price tag was still floating around on his Visa statement. He hadn't really meant to use the thing at all; he'd just seen it one day on the Web and had been taken by the workmanship, but he couldn't imagine a better first customer than Lenny Golden.


  Or last customer. Ted didn't think anyone else's face could ever live up to Len's.


  "Shit." Len blanched a little in the face of the long blade. Ted decided not to tell Len that the slant-bar style not only gave the best shave, it was sometimes called the "Devil's razor."


  "Been doing this for ten years," Ted said in a calm and reassuring voice. "As long as you don't jump, you'll live." Len laughed. "Best shave you'll ever have. I promise. I'm good."


  Len's green eyes caught the light and he grinned. "I bet you are."


  Oh, fucking hell! Does this guy have any clue what he's doing to me? Ted had to believe Len didn't. Len was straight, right? This was just business.


  Ted pulled one of the heated towels from the warmer he'd asked Tina to set up and gently pressed it against Len's face. This close, Ted couldn't help but notice the scent of musk and citrus on the other man's neck. He willed his heart out of his throat.


  "I could get used to this." Len closed his eyes, sighing contentedly.


  "The towel opens the pores and softens the hairs. Makes it easier to shave without irritating your skin." Ted pulled a bottle of pre-shave oil from the drawer and, after lifting off the towel, began to run the oil over Len's jaw line, cheeks, and upper lip.


  "Smells nice." Len's voice was a soft murmur.


  A fleeting image of Len touching him with well-slicked fingers drifted through Ted's mind. He forced himself back to the task at hand.


  "It's all natural. You could eat this stuff. I add a few drops of arnica oil to help soothe the skin." Ted continued to gently massage the oil in, making sure he hadn't missed any spots. He couldn't help but feel Len's body tense as he touched a spot under his chin. "Sorry, did I hurt you?" he asked.


  "Hell, no. I'm just a little sensitive there."


  Len's Zen-like expression was perfect. Ted wondered if that was how the other man looked after orgasm and fought the urge to lick his lips.


  "I'm going to lather you up now," he said, determined not to give in to the pornographic image Len's face seemed to conjure up. A moment later, he was working the badger hair brush into the cake of shaving soap and covering Len's face in a smooth, creamy lather.


  "Ready?" he asked as he set down the brush and wiped his hands dry. He opened the razor and held it up in a silent question.


  "Ready."


  Ted steadied himself by placing his left hand on Len's shoulder and, drawing the blade with the grain of the hair on Len's jaw, began to work the razor in consistent, easy strokes. Each stroke revealed the smooth skin beneath until none of the lather remained.


  Ted held up a mirror for Len to look. "Nice," Len said, his fingers touching his skin in wide-eyed appreciation. "You were right. Best shave I've ever had."


  "You'll need to do a good rinse in the bathroom. Warm water, not too hot. No soap."


  "Got it." Len stood up and looked at Ted as his cheeks warmed once more beneath the handsome actor's gaze.


  Len left without another word and Ted leaned against the table to catch his breath. He glanced over at the shaving supplies and realized that he had forgotten to give Len the after-shave balm. He grabbed the tube and walked quickly across the large room to the bathroom.


  "I forgot to give you…," Ted began to say as he opened the door to the bathroom, but his voice trailed off at the sight of Len, shirtless, his face and shoulders damp, the top button of his jeans open and his hand resting against his abdomen. He looked as though he were about to unbutton the next button. The bulge at his crotch was evident.


  This time, it was Len's turn to blush.


  "Shit. Sorry. I didn't mean to interrupt," Ted spluttered. He felt as if he'd been transported back to high school. He was the awkward teenager, trying not to scare off the other guys in the communal shower at camp by staring. He was sure Len was going to yell at him, to tell him to take his queer self and jump into the La Brea Tar Pits.


  But Len did nothing of the sort. In fact, he did something entirely unexpected. He reached out and ran a single finger across Ted's lips.


  Ted was speechless.


  "I'm not wrong about you, am I?" came Len's voice, thick with lust. It wasn't really a question, Ted realized. "Because if you don't want—"


  Ted kissed Len. On the lips. Later, he would wonder who the hell had stepped into his body and taken over as his brain liquefied like it had been set upon by one of the aliens he'd created in his studio. Maybe his brain cells had all migrated southward and he was thinking with his cock. Or maybe he'd just reached his breaking point.


  The strangest thing, though, was that Len kissed him back.


  Oh fucking, fucking hell! It was the last coherent thought Ted had before Len's full lips parted to admit his insistent tongue.


  It was not a pretty thing, the kiss. Their teeth tapped with the force of their lust, but the awkwardness of the contact vanished as their tongues met in a tangle.


  Len's arms were as strong as they appeared. Ted had always preferred his lovers a bit larger than himself, but he'd never been with someone so much taller, and he'd only fantasized about a body this muscled. Without the pretense of his work, his fingers were freed to explore Len's skin, the pink tips of his nipples, and the planes of his chest and abdomen.


  Somewhere in the tangle of arms and lips Len managed to pull Ted's shirt off. He licked a line down Ted's chest until his hands came to rest on the button at the fly of Ted's black jeans. He looked briefly up at Ted, who moaned his assent. It didn't take long before Ted was completely naked and Len's lips were skating over his skin, moving downward to claim Ted's cock.


  What was left of Ted's tenuous sanity fled with the onslaught of Len's mouth, sucking him down, his large hands finding Ted's ass and kneading it. His hands cupped the back of Len's head, his fingers snaking their way through the auburn curls, his fingernails scratching at Len's scalp and eliciting a low groan from the larger man.


  Len's lips and tongue were a revelation, and Ted was thankful he was leaning against the hard porcelain of the bathroom sink—he wasn't sure he could still stand on his own. Len nipped at the edges of his tip, pressing his tongue into the slit while rolling Ted's balls in his left palm.


  "Oh… fuck… so fucking good!" Ted had never been much of a talker during sex, but the words tumbled from his lips. His brain kicked in just long enough for him to feel a sudden wave of embarrassment at his lack of control; however, the look of pleasure on Len's stunning face was all Ted needed to forget about control and just let go.


  Len slipped one of his fingers into his mouth as he continued to lick his way up and down Ted's cock, then ran it back behind Ted's balls and over the tight ring of muscle there. Ted whimpered as Len pressed just the tip of his finger inside. His balls drew up tight and he gasped, "Oh, shit. I'm going to come."


  Len released him from his mouth and Ted came hard, shooting onto Len's smooth chest. His body shook with orgasm as he tilted his head back, only to feel Len's mouth on his neck.


  "I want to fuck you," Len said. "I've been wanting to do that forever, and I don't think I can stand it a second longer."


  "Please, yes," Ted gasped, eagerly turning himself around to present his ass to Len.


  "This stuff okay?" Len asked, showing Ted the tube of after-shave cream and a condom. Ted had completely forgotten about the cream. That's what he'd come into the bathroom to do—to give Len the cream, right?


  "No. Nothing that'll degrade the latex."


  Shit! He sounded like a complete geek!


  Len didn't seem to care, since the bathroom echoed with his warm chuckle. "'Good enough to eat'?," he murmured seductively by Ted's ear, repeating Ted's words about the shaving oil. "I might try that sometime. But for now...." He spread the cream over his fingers, slid one slippery finger over Ted's hole, then pressed it inside. It had been months since Ted had been with anyone. Len's finger felt so good, he just closed his eyes and sucked on his lower lip.


  "Good?"


  "God, yes." Ted felt a second finger spread him wider, and this time Len brushed Ted's prostate. "Oh, fuck, yes," Ted hissed.


  Len licked at Ted's neck as he worked a third finger in, hitting the sweet spot again and biting Ted's earlobe when he pressed against his fingers. "You ready for me, baby?" Len rumbled in his ear.


  "I was ready for you yesterday," Ted heard himself say, so far gone now that he didn't even blush as he said it.


  When someone has his fingers up your ass, he reasoned in that fuzzy, distant sort of way you think when your body is screaming to be fucked, you don't worry that what you're saying is lame.


  Ted heard the foil of the condom packet being ripped open. A moment later, Len pressed against his ass. Len Golden's big, beautiful cock, pressed against his ass!


  Screw the Oscars, Ted thought, this is a thousand times better!


  Len didn't hesitate. He pushed his cock inside of Ted with one long stroke. Ted looked into the mirror to see that perfect face behind him, reassuring himself that this was real—that this gorgeous man wanted him, Theodore Harold Aaronson. He knew it was a one-time thing, that tomorrow they'd be back to their respective roles as action star and makeup guy, but he didn't care. He'd take this one random instant when both of their paths crossed and he'd remember it for a long, long time to come.


  "You feel so good," Len intoned as he thrust forward again. "So damn good." His hand found one of Ted's nipples and rolled it about, his other hand on Ted's hip to steady himself. In between each movement, Len nipped playfully at Ted's shoulders and back, tasting him. "You don't know how much I've wanted to do this."


  Ted heard the words, but he didn't really believe them. It was nice to hear, though.


  He hissed as Len squeezed his nipples harder, pausing for a split second between movements as if he were making sure that Ted was still enjoying himself. Each time, Len's breath was in his ear, sending shivers down his spine.


  "I don't think I can hold back anymore," Len warned. By now, Ted was holding on to the sink for dear life and his cock was rock hard again. "Come with me, baby. Touch yourself."


  Len shuddered as he came. It only took Ted a few strokes and he was coming, too. Both of them were panting, their bodies a sweaty, sticky tangle. Len grabbed Ted around the chest and drew him closer, holding him as his body continued to shake.


  "God, Ted. That was fucking amazing." He turned Ted's head and kissed him on the cheek, his fingers combing Ted's hair, his breath tickling Ted's neck. "So incredible. I can't believe I found—"


  "Len? Len?"


  "Oh, shit. That's Margie." They both froze.


  "Your handler?"


  "Assistant. And an all-around pain in the—"


  "Lenny? Lenny! Jeez, you'd think there would be someone around this place."


  The two of them parted abruptly. Ted's brain screamed that they couldn't let her find them like this. It could ruin both of their careers. Sure, just about the entire industry knew that Ted was gay, but to be caught red-handed in such an unprofessional position…. And Len… Ted didn't even want to think about what might happen to Len's career if this got out. Sure, Marjorie was his assistant, but anyone could be bought for enough money. And this would make one hell of a good story for some gossip rag.


  "I remember her." Ted tried not to make a face as he wiped himself clean with a paper towel and pulled his pants back on. Len tossed the used condom into the toilet and scrambled back into his clothes.


  "She has that effect on people. I sent her back to the beach condo to pick up my iPod." Ted looked confused, but Len just grinned and added, "I left it on purpose. I was hoping to have some time alone with you." He pulled Ted into the stall and kissed him.


  Ted wasn't at all sure how to take this—he knew Len shouldn't be so careless, especially over something like a one-time bathroom fuck—but there wasn't much time to think about it. A minute later, Len was walking out of the bathroom. "Sorry, Margie. Ted and I were taking a break," he heard Len say.


  Ted pulled his shirt back on and did his best to fix his hair with his fingers. That's when he noticed the tube of aftershave sitting on the edge of the sink. Len had never gotten around to putting the stuff on his face.


  CHAPTER 3


  The next two weeks were spent working on the prosthetics for Len's alien alter-ego. Ted didn't need Len to be physically present to do any of the work, so life returned to normal. Or relatively normal—it was hard for Ted to forget about Len, especially since every minute of every day was filled with visions of him either wearing the makeup Ted was slaving over, or of Len's cock filling his ass.


  By the end of the first week, the once-empty building in which Ted had been working was filled with a dozen other makeup artists and assistants, all of them under Ted's direction. There was hardly enough time to sleep, let alone think about what had happened with Len in the bathroom.


  Filming began on a Monday, following a particularly long weekend spent making the last-minute changes that the director had requested. Nearly two dozen makeup stations were lined up on one side of the building, along with several private makeup and costuming areas for the film's stars.


  Ted had gotten about three hours of sleep the night before, but he didn't mind. He loved this part of the process. By the time he'd showered and ridden the elevator down from the small studio office where he'd spent the night on a cot, he was on his third cup of coffee and flying high on a caffeine buzz. There'd be plenty of food around—catering was already setting up a large spread near the main entrance. He'd grab something later, after he'd done the preliminary work on Len.


  Tina was already working. She corralled two of Ted's other employees to prepare the workstations and had posted a large schedule on the wall so that the actors would be ready by the time the director planned to shoot their scenes.


  First up, of course, was Len. His makeup was the most complicated. Ted had done a mockup of the actor's makeup on Len's stand-in over the weekend. Even with Ted's practiced hand, it would take four hours to transform Len into the alien warlord. Ted wasn't sure how he felt about that. He wanted to see Len again, but they hadn't spoken since that day in the bathroom, either.


  You could have called him. It wasn't the first time he'd had this thought, but reading about the gorgeous women Len was rumored to be dating in the gossip columns hadn't exactly given Ted any confidence, either.


  "Sure wish I was Shari Lane," Tina had sighed when she told Ted about the latest supermodel spotted at Len's side. "I could get used to hanging on that guy's big, muscled arm." From the lust-filled expression on her face, Ted doubted she was really thinking about Len's arm.


  By the time Len showed up for his 6:00 a.m. call, lack of food and too much caffeine had made Ted a nervous wreck.


  "Hey, Ted." Len's voice was bright and cheery. If the early makeup call had bothered him, he hid it well.


  "Hi." Ted didn't meet Len's gaze, instead rummaging through a few of the makeup drawers and pretending to arrange them. They didn't need rearranging. Everything was perfect. Ted had checked them a half-dozen times while he'd waited for Len.


  "Brought you breakfast," Len said. Ted finally looked up at Len, who was holding out a white paper bag. "Extra capers and a slice of lemon."


  Ted's heart thudded so loudly against his ribs that he was sure Len could hear it. "Thanks," was all he managed to say as he took the bag.


  "I already ate mine on the way over. I figured you'd be on a pretty tight schedule and my chewing might slow you down. Maybe tomorrow I can come a few minutes earlier and we can eat breakfast together."


  Did he just say that? Ted put the paper sack down on the table and wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans. This day was going to be exceptionally difficult if he didn't get his shit together!


  "I… I'd like that," he stammered.


  Len's smile was perfect. Everything about the man is perfect, Ted reminded himself as he pulled out the bagel and took a quick bite.


  "I tried to call you last week," Len said as Ted chewed, "but you never called me back."


  Ted choked. Len was out of the seat the next moment, patting him on the back. "You okay, Ted?"


  His eyes watery and his face red from coughing, Ted could only nod.


  "Sorry," Len said with a shamefaced expression, "I should have known you wouldn't want me to call you."


  "What?" Ted's voice was hoarse as he stared at Len in shock.


  How could he even think I wouldn't want him to call?


  "It's just that I hoped, after… well…," he paused and grinned sheepishly, "after the other day, that you and I might—"


  "You really called me?"


  For a moment, Len looked as though he didn't understand Ted's words. Finally, he said, "I… well, yeah. I sort of bribed your assistant to give me your number. Tina?"


  Ted's brain, which had for the past ten minutes been frozen in an angst-ridden wasteland, finally cleared. "Shit. I mean… what number did she give you?"


  Len supplied the number and Ted finally understood. "That's my home phone number," he told Len, who looked entirely confused.


  "Sorry," Ted said as he gathered himself. "I haven't checked my messages there recently. I stayed in Hollywood for the final push before filming—I've got a little cubby-hole upstairs with a cot. It's just too time-consuming to drive all the way to Long Beach and back. As it is, I've only been getting about four hours of sleep a night."


  "Oh." Len's expression was full of hope. "So, does that mean we can do something together? Maybe you can join me for dinner at my beach house tonight, after filming? Unless you think you'll be here too late, of course."


  "No. I mean, yes, I'd really like that. My assistant can clean up after filming. It's only the prep work that keeps me here late." Had he just said he'd go on a date with Lenny Golden? Had Lenny just asked him out?


  Len smiled again. "Great. My driver can bring you back afterward, if you need to come back here."


  Ted was pretty sure he wouldn't be coming back that night. Or at least, he sure as hell hoped he wouldn't be sleeping on the cot.


  CHAPTER 4


  They set the table on the deck of Len's oceanfront cottage, a modest, two-bedroom Cape Cod. Ted had expected an enormous glass and concrete monstrosity, but was pleasantly surprised to discover the tiny home with its gray shingles and white shutters hidden amongst the dunes. He had instantly fallen in love with the place, with its comfortable furnishings and lived-in, cozy feel. It reminded him of his home on Long Island.


  Dinner had been a simple meal of grilled steaks, salad, and potatoes that Len had cooked himself. Although they had finished eating nearly an hour before, they continued to talk over a second bottle of a full-bodied Sonoma pinot noir. Between the wine and the soft rumble of the surf, Ted found it easy to relax, making the conversation comfortable and unhurried. Ted found Len surprisingly down to earth and charming, with a laid-back sense of humor and a sharp wit. For the first time, Ted forgot about who Len was and just enjoyed the other man's company.


  Len stood up and walked around the table to pour Ted another glass of wine, finishing the second bottle before setting in down. Ted shivered at the realization that Len was standing behind him.


  "Thanks," Ted said.


  "You're welcome. I can open another, if you'd like."


  "I wasn't talking about the wine. I wanted to thank you for this." Ted hesitated. "For dinner."


  Why did he always feel so awkward around Len? It wasn't as though he hadn't ever talked to celebrities before. Most of them, he'd be happy never to talk to again. No, he decided, it wasn't Len's celebrity that made him so ill at ease—it was Len himself.


  He seems so… real.


  Part of Ted knew that's what actors did—make people believe things about them that were simply fantasy. But there was something different about Len, and Ted knew his instincts were good. Why didn't he trust himself?


  He felt Len's lips on his skin at the juncture of where his shoulder met his neck. He shivered. All during dinner, he'd managed to ignore the low thrum of desire that Len had aroused in him. But after three glasses of wine and a delicious meal, his self-control was just about gone and the thought of sex with Len buzzed in his brain. He shifted in his seat to accommodate his hardening cock.


  "Come upstairs?" Len asked as he licked a line up to Ted's ear.


  "Sure."


  As if he'd say no! The bathroom had been hot, maybe the hottest sex Ted had ever had. Okay, it was without doubt the hottest sex he'd ever had. But the thought of taking it slowly, of exploring Len's amazing body, of Len's lips and tongue exploring his body… that was so much hotter.


  He took the hand Len offered him and they climbed the stairs of the cottage. Ted couldn't help but notice the small watercolor paintings on either side of the staircase: paintings of the ocean and the shore.


  "These are lovely," Ted said as he stopped for a moment to admire the art. "Where did you find them?"


  "My mom painted them. That's Port Jefferson Harbor, not far from my house. And this one," he gestured to a harbor view with a hundred tiny sailboats, "that was a regatta my dad sailed in."


  "I've never been on a boat." Ted was almost ashamed to admit it since he'd grown up about twenty minutes from the ocean.


  "I'd love to take you sailing. I've got a small sailboat I keep a few miles down the road. I haven't used it much, though."


  "Too busy?"


  "Nah. I just haven't found anyone I've wanted to sail her with."


  Len pinned Ted against the wall and nipped at his ear, then slipped his tongue between his lips. Ted moaned.


  "Come on," Len grinned as he put his arm around Ted's waist and guided him up to the bedroom.


  "Nice," Ted said appreciatively as Len flicked on the light.


  The bedroom was, like most of the cottage, simply decorated in the muted greens and blues of the ocean. The king size bed took up most of the space, but French doors led out onto a small balcony overlooking the beach. The drapes and the doors were open at the moment, allowing a cool breeze to blow in, bringing with it the scent of the salt spray.


  Len sat down on the hand-stitched modern quilt that covered the bed, and patted the spot next to him. Ted exhaled slowly before joining Len there.


  "I love this place," Ted said. "It's so… peaceful."


  "Thanks. I decorated it myself." Len must have seen Ted's surprise, because he added, "I used a decorator for my LA apartment. I hate that place, but I didn't want the press coming here for interviews and stuff. Only my agent and Margie know about this cottage." Len put an arm around Ted's shoulder and leaned in to him. "I'm really glad you came tonight."


  "I am, too."


  Len's expression was hard to read as his hands reached for the top button of Ted's shirt. Ted couldn't help but close his eyes while Len's fingers brushed his skin every time he undid a button to reveal an inch or so more of it. When he had finished, Len pushed Ted gently back onto the bed, kissing his abdomen and rolling Ted's nipples around in his fingers.


  "Good?" he asked. Ted could only nod. "I know not every guy likes that."


  Len pulled his t-shirt off, inviting Ted to reach out and touch his satiny skin. He lay down on his side and this time it was Ted who pushed Len onto his back, straddling him.


  Ted ghosted his fingers over the actor's skin. Without the release cream or the putty, it felt different. Smooth to the touch. The contrast of wonderful softness over solid muscle was a thing of beauty. It made Ted long for his clay once more; he could imagine sculpting this man's body, recreating the memory of this touch.


  He unbuttoned Len's jeans. As tempting as it was just to admire the pure physical beauty of his torso, Ted needed to see all of Len's body. He had only caught glimpses of Len's cock in the bathroom and he wanted to touch it, taste it, revel in it.


  It only took a few seconds for him to pull Len's jeans and boxers down. Len kicked them off without looking away and Ted realized that the other man wanted to see his reaction—that he needed Ted's approval.


  How could he even think I wouldn't want him? And yet it was there in Len's eyes.


  Len's cock was long and graceful. Cut. Of course it would be, Ted thought with a smile. No self-respecting Long Island Jewish boy would be uncircumcised.


  The reminder of his past made Ted hesitate, his insecurities resurfacing now that the warm glow of the wine had begun to wear off. He felt so inadequate, faced with the beauty of this man.


  "Everything okay?"


  Len's voice brought Ted back to the present with a jolt and he realized that his silence might be misconstrued.


  "Everything's wonderful," he said through his fear. "You… it's… you're beautiful."


  With these words, Len's face relaxed. "Thanks," was all he said.


  "Lube?"


  Len reached beneath the pillow and grinned. He pulled out a condom and a bottle, holding them up to Ted. "I was lonely," he explained in a husky voice, "and I hoped that maybe the next time, you'd be here with me."


  With these words, Ted grinned outright and all of his remaining insecurities evaporated. He took the lube and condom and set them down, stepping off the bed.


  "Where are you go—?" Len began, stopping short as Ted let his shirt drop to the floor.


  You can do this, Ted reminded himself as he reached down to unbutton his jeans. Len propped himself up on the pillows and watched in eager anticipation as Ted unzipped the fly and pushed the jeans over his hips.


  "You're beautiful, Teddy." The words took Ted by surprise. Lenny Golden thought he was beautiful? "I mean it."


  Ted took a deep breath and pulled his boxers down. He heard Len's sharp intake of breath, but before Ted could melt into a huge puddle of embarrassment, Len was there, standing in front of him.


  "God," Len said as his hands explored Ted's naked body, "you have no idea how much you turn me on, do you?"


  Ted was speechless as Len continued to walk around him, his fingertips lovingly caressing his skin. Ted was dizzy with the touch.


  "Your skin's so soft," Len continued, undaunted. "I love how pale it is." His hands continued to explore Ted's body, moving upward to thread their way through Ted's hair. "I love how your hair is so soft. The way it falls into your eyes when you're working."


  Ted could barely breathe. Was Len saying these things about him?


  "I know you don't believe me, Teddy. So let me show you." Len took his hands and backed up until his thighs touched the edge of the bed, then pulled Ted on top of him. He reached for the condom and rolled it over his cock.


  Silently, Ted poured the lube onto his hands and warmed it between his palms, then slicked Len up. He didn't look away this time. He fisted Len as he pressed a slippery finger inside of himself, watching Len's eyes widen with pleasure.


  "Oh, fuck. You're making me crazy. I want to be inside of you. I want to see your face when you come."


  Ted eased himself onto Len. He took his time and just savored the look of bliss on the other man's face as he rode him, one hand pressed against the muscled chest as he moved up and down. Len took Ted's erection in his slicked hand, mimicking Ted's movements with deliberation, running his thumb over the tip of Ted's cock until he cried out his release. Len followed a minute later, his face as serene as Ted had imagined it might be.


  "Yes. Oh, hell yes!" Len drew Ted against him, engulfing him, kissing his hair and his face. Ted had never felt anything quite like it before, and it frightened him. He felt small in Len's grasp, but he felt safe there as well. He didn't need to think much to know that he was falling for Len. Or maybe he had already fallen.


  ****


  Later, Ted lay in the semi-darkness with his head on Len's chest.


  "Tired?" Len asked.


  "Yes. But I'm not sleepy." It was hard to think about sleep with Len this close.


  "Would you stay the night?"


  Ted leaned up on an elbow and gazed down at the handsome man. "You want me to?"


  Len kissed him. "I've wanted this for a long time."


  "You've only known me a few weeks," Ted quipped with a sly grin.


  "That's not true. We met a long time ago. In New York."


  "You… You remember that?"


  Len grabbed Ted and pulled him back down against him. "You didn't think I remembered?"


  "I… well… I… no."


  Ted could feel the vibrations of warm laughter running through Len's chest. "I knew who you were the minute I saw you at the studio."


  "Really? I didn't think you'd ever noticed me back then."


  "I noticed you. More than that. I think I had about a dozen wet dreams about you that summer."


  "You're joking."


  "Nope. I remembered you. Those funky boots you used to wear. The mesh shirts. The piercings. The nipple rings… Shit, you have no idea what you did to me."


  "Why didn't you say something? Back then, I mean? I didn't think you knew I was alive." Ted was stunned, still unbelieving.


  "I was nineteen and I was just figuring out I was gay. I didn't know what to think. I was avoiding you."


  "You were avoiding me?" Ted was sitting up now, his mouth slightly open.


  "I guess I was a good actor, even back then." Len's expression was wistful. He took a long breath and exhaled softly. "I've had to be. And I've done things I'm not very proud of. I kept telling myself it was for my career."


  "Hollywood isn't exactly breaking down the doors looking for gay actors," Ted agreed. "I'm lucky. Nobody cares if the makeup guy is queer."


  Len snorted. "They'd probably worry if he wasn't."


  "So the supermodel you were within the photograph…?"


  "My agent's idea. But it's just show—at least it is now. I stopped sleeping with them a few years ago. I felt like a real shit, using them like that. I just couldn't do it anymore."


  Ted swallowed hard. He was pretty sure it wasn't just "using" the women, as Len had put it, which made the guy feel like shit. The pain he saw in Len's eyes was no act. He bent down over Len and brushed his lips over his jaw, then kissed him.


  "So," Len said as he pulled Ted into his arms and rolled over so they lay on their sides. "You never answered my question. Will you stay the night?"


  Ted's whispered "Yes" was lost as he kissed Len again.


  CHAPTER 5


  Thirteen months later…


  Ted yanked on the stiff collar of his tux and shifted on his feet. The reporters had left—thank God!—and he was standing backstage, waiting. He'd been waiting for a good hour now, hoping that someone would tell him what he was supposed to do, but every time he asked, they just shrugged and disappeared in the chaos. He wasn't sure if he was supposed to go back to his seat.


  Probably not, he thought, lifting the bronze statuette and staring at it. He'd never seen anyone sitting in the middle of the audience holding an Oscar in their hand when he'd watched the Academy Awards as a kid.


  A few minutes later, there was a flurry of movement from the doorway to the small room. "Teddeeeeee!" Tina shouted, throwing her arms around him and kissing him on the cheek. "We did it!"


  He wasn't going to remind her that it was his makeup design that had won them the Oscar.


  Let her enjoy it. She certainly helped make it possible.


  "So what now?" she asked when he didn't say anything.


  "No clue. I guess we just hang out backstage and see who the other winners are?"


  They made it as far as a large room with a huge flat-screen TV, not far from the stage. Too late, it seemed, to catch the Best Actor announcement.


  "Oh, no," Tina cried out. "We missed it!"


  Several of the room's occupants turned and glared at them. Ted took Tina by the hand and led her out into the hallway, a few yards away from the place where the winners were taken for photographs and press interviews. A large crowd had already gathered there, but Tina pulled him toward it, elbowing their way through until they were standing only a few rows back from the object of the press's interest. There was no mistaking the auburn hair, even over someone else's head.


  He won!


  Ted had hoped and prayed for this. He knew how hard Len had worked on the film and he'd seen how incredible the man was. He was so relieved that Len's fellow actors had seen it, too.


  Tina dragged him forward, pushing a few people out of the way to get to the front of the crowd.


  "Congratulations," Ted mouthed when he caught Len's eyes.


  Those beautiful eyes! In the six weeks they'd been living together at Len's beach house since Len had returned from shooting a new film in South America, Ted still hadn't gotten used to waking up to those eyes looking back at him. Even now, he felt his body respond.


  "Tina," he said into her ear, "we really should go." He and Len had gone to such lengths to avoid the media scrutiny, and he was hardly about to blow Len's cover now when he'd finally been recognized for the outstanding actor he was.


  "No," she said, her expression suddenly serious. "Stay here. You need to stay here."


  Ted was about to protest again when he caught her exchanging a nod with Len. "Tina, I really think—," he began, but before he could finish speaking, Len had walked over to him.


  "Ready to make some headlines?" Len asked in a low voice that only Ted could hear.


  "I… what?" Ted looked to Tina for help, but she only grinned back at him. "Len, what's going on?"


  Len's answer was to take Ted into his arms and kiss him. Not a friendly peck on the cheek, not even a brief kiss on the lips, but the kind of kiss that he'd seen Len use on his leading ladies. The kind of kiss that went right to Ted's toes and made them curl with lust. The kind of kiss that—


  "Mr. Golden! Mr. Golden!" The reporters all seemed to shout at once. Ted's brain hadn't kicked back in again but Len, always the professional, just smiled broadly for them.


  "Ladies and gentlemen," Len said as he put his arm around Ted and began to walk toward the dressing rooms, "I have a little celebrating to do. I promise you, I'll give you the entire story. But not tonight." He kissed the stunned Ted once again, then took the statuette in Ted's hand and the one in his own and handed them to Tina, before leading Ted into his room and locking the door behind them.


  "What… I mean, when… shit, Lenny, you planned this thing all along, didn't you?"


  The mischievous grin on Len's face was all the answer Ted needed.


  "I told you, Teddy. I've had enough of the bullshit. I'd hoped it would turn out this way, but when I met you, I decided I was going to do it even if I didn't win."


  "And Tina?" Ted put his hands on his hips and scowled.


  "Well, I did ask her if she thought you'd be okay with it."


  "And you believed her?"


  Len's face was suddenly tense. "It is, isn't it? Okay? I mean, you're out, we're together, and—"


  Ted kissed Len. "Yes. You big idiot! Of course I'm okay with it. It's just that… I don't know… I never thought…."


  "Oh, shit. I'm so sorry, baby. I thought this was what you want—"


  "You're damn straight it's what I wanted!" Len looked taken aback with the force of Ted's reaction. "Of course I'd wanted this. I have no idea why you'd want me, but hell, I'm not an idiot."


  This time, it was Len's eyes that misted over with emotion. He pulled Ted against him and he melted into those powerful arms, his head resting against Len's broad chest.


  "Teddy," Len said as his voice broke, "haven't you figured it out yet? I love you. You. Teddy Aaronson. The guy who thinks he's a geek, but is the sexiest man I've ever met. The guy who just won a fucking Oscar because he's the best! I love you. Me. Lenny Goldberger. North Shore born and raised. I love you, Teddy."


  "But—"


  "I haven't changed," Len continued, holding Ted's arms so that he had no choice but to look his lover in the eyes. "I'm still the nebbishy kid who used to get beaten up at school. The kid who wouldn't have made it through high school if it hadn't been for Mr. Pintzky, the drama teacher. The kid you knew from summer stock who was too shy to talk to you all those years ago. The fuckup who finally figured out what he was good at. It's me, Teddy! I'm still here. And I want you. More than you know. And even if you don't love me back it's okay, because I can wait as long as you want and—"


  "I love you, Lenny." He closed his eyes as Ted pulled him closer. "But what you did tonight…."


  "It may lose me some jobs," Len admitted. "But most of the people knocking on my door… they'll be there tomorrow. You'll be there tomorrow, won't you?"


  Ted sniffed. "Damn you! Yes, of course. You're making me cry. I never cry!"


  "Well, are you ready to go partying, then, baby?"


  "Are you serious?" Ted pulled away from Len and looked at him as if he'd lost his mind.


  "Entirely. Time for the world to meet the real Len Golden and his wonderful partner."


  Ted wanted to protest, but it was no use when Len smiled at him like that.


  "Okay." Ted imagined the press descending like piranhas, looking at him like he was dinner.


  "It'll be fine. I'll be with you every step of the way," Len said. "Let me handle this. You just stay close and I promise you'll be fine. I love you, remember?"


  And what, thought Ted with a wry shake of his head, can you possibly say to that? Except: "Cut. Print. That's a wrap!"


  THE END
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  LAOCH RUDADH (RED WARRIOR)


  by K. Mason
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  Wearing only a red tartan kilt, held up by a silver belt, the young man, born in 1987 from the tattoo drawn across his chest, waits for the nightclub to open.
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  Dear Author,


  He was just hanging out before the club opened when all of a sudden he found himself transported to medieval Scotland (anytime between 400 and 1750). How was he received? How did he get there? Does he find someone who wants to make him stay in the past? Someone who wants to go back to the present with him? What happens to this kilted club boy when he gets sent back to when a kilt was the regular daily wear? And author whilst I don't mind if there is sex, please give me more plot than sex.


  Thanks!


  Kathleen


  P.S. ETA – if you could somehow give me an HEA that would make me really happy.
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  Disclaimer:


  The historical record of the Viking period that most of us know, that of the raping, pillaging barbarian, was mainly written by some 300 – 500 years after the fact, when the Scandinavian and Icelandic countries had been converted to Christianity. Homosexuality was wholly unacceptable to the historians of the time; however, the sagas, myths and legends indicate that both the gods and heroes of their society were believed to have taken part in homosexual acts. This may indicate that there was in fact more tolerance within their society than the official records allow and I have chosen to reflect this within the story. I make absolutely no claims to historical accuracy. The title is given in Gaelic, but certain words in the story are given in Old Norse and a glossary is provided at the end of the story.


  


  


  


  



  LAOCH RUDADH (RED WARRIOR)


  by K. Mason


  The heavy beat of electronic dance music from inside the building was loud enough to be heard by the queue of impatient clubbers waiting for entry on the pavement outside. The whole town was livelier than usual. The university's final graduation ceremony had taken place earlier in the day bringing people out to enjoy the long sunlit June evening. Many of them were already, at least partially, buzzed on alcohol.


  Here and there in the crowd outside Cheerz, the town's only gay nightclub, the swish of different patterned tartans mixed with the more familiar club clothes.


  "Wanna check if I'm a true Scotsman?" Alex asked suggestively as he rubbed his partially clothed body against his best friends. In one hand he held a half drunk bottle of Lager, whilst he ran the other over his bare chest. He'd had just enough to drink to kill most of his inhibitions, and Stuart was always good for a reaction when he flirted.


  "Jeez, no!" Stuart pushed him away, causing him to stagger into the group next to them in the queue.


  "Watch it," one of the men turned and growled at him.


  "Sorry, my friend's a little unsteady on his feet. He's not really Scottish, can't hold his drink." Alex apologised mockingly. The man turned away with a shake of his head.


  "I can't believe you're actually doing this Al."


  "Come on," Alex shrugged, the movement of his muscles making the numbers of the large black tattoo across his chest ripple. "I'm not the only one, and free entry is free entry. Besides which, I look damn good in this kilt." He turned slowly, wiggling his hips as he did so. The kilt, held in place by a thin metal belt that crossed around the top of his hips, swung above his knees.


  "Oh, you definitely do." Stuart cast a long look up and down Alex's body from the short cropped fire engine red dyed hair to the oxblood Doc Marten boots; then licking his lips he winked, before bursting out laughing. "Sorry," he apologised. "I'm only a poor straight boy, I can't ogle men properly."


  "Yeah, I know. Four years and I've still not turned you." Alex sighed dramatically before suddenly reaching forward to grab Stuart round the neck. Pulling him into his body he scrubbed his hand through his friend's short brown spiked hair. "Still, you're not bad for a straight boy."


  "Pack it in." Stuart half-heartedly tried to fight him off.


  "Hey! I said watch what you're doing!" A pair of hands shoved roughly into Alex's back, making him stagger forward and push Stuart heavily into the metal shuttered window of the building.


  "Lay off," Alex spun away from his friend with a snarl, dropping the now empty bottle as his hands curled into fists.


  "You looking for a fight?" The man towered aggressively over Alex's much shorter figure.


  "Al, leave it." Stuart reached forward to put a hand on Alex's tensed shoulders. "I'm fine, it's not worth it."


  "Listen to your friend," the other man snarled, starting to turn his back. Alex stepped forward, trying to shrug Stuart's hand from his shoulder. As he did his foot caught on the paving slab and he fell heavily into the other man's back.


  The first blow landed against Alex's chin even as he tried to regain his balance. Putting his hands up to protect his face he felt a quick, powerful, jab to his ribcage that made him draw in a sharp breath. Swinging his right arm wildly, he smiled as his fist made contact with the other man's stomach; causing a sudden exhalation and a muttered curse. Pulling his fists back towards his chest Alex looked up to spot his opponent. As he prepared to punch his right arm forward, the other man's left fist landed solidly on the side of his head just above his ear.


  Alex's vision swam as he staggered backwards. Unable to regain his balance, he fell sideways crashing heavily to the ground. He felt pain explode across the back of his head before he passed out.


  ****


  Alex groaned as the painful throbbing in his head pulled him back towards consciousness. His first thought was that the ground he was lying on felt hard and damp against the bare skin of his shoulders. A light breeze, scented by pine trees, wood smoke and farm animals brushed over him. Sunlight seemed to burn through the fragile skin of his eyelids; but there was very little heat accompanying it.


  He attempted to sit up. That was a mistake, the motion causing a strong wave of nausea to run through his body. With his eyes still closed he lay back waiting for the feeling to pass.


  'Bloody hell, just how much did I drink last night?' he asked himself as he started to replay the evening before.


  He could remember getting ready. Determined to enjoy his final night as a student he'd optimistically slipped a couple of condoms into the hidden pocket of the kilt alongside his phone, cash and door keys. He recalled being in the bar with Stuart, they'd had a couple of bottles there and then things started to get fuzzy. He remembered music, and being outside, possibly he'd been queuing for the club. He shook his throbbing head gently trying to get his thoughts in order. There was only a faint memory of sudden pain and then floating in a quiet darkness. After that his thoughts stopped making sense at all; the cold sharp edge of a sword being held to his throat then being picked up and carried over someone's shoulder. Alex shook his head, no, that must have been a dream. An unexpected image flashed suddenly across his vision. Someone looking down at him, ice blue eyes set in a pale skinned face, long red-blonde hair tied into two braids falling each side of a clean shaven chin. Not a face he could put a name to, but for some reason it seemed important.


  As the pounding in his head began to subside he realised he could hear people moving nearby, their voices low. The language they were using was familiar to Alex, yet something he wasn't used to hearing, or using. Listening carefully he caught a couple of words and a sudden image sprang into his mind; his elderly grandfather sitting at the kitchen table with Alex on one side of him and his younger brother perched on his knee as he patiently taught them the almost dead language of their ancestors. Alex smiled; the language those around him were speaking wasn't quite Gaelic, but it was close enough that he understood, despite the unfamiliar accent. The tone wasn't unfamiliar though; the words were spoken with anger and suspicion.


  "I say we kill him," a harsh voice suddenly cut loudly across the others. "He's a Pict, the enemy, we can't let him go. We kill him." There was an air of finality as though he had passed sentence.


  "No!" This voice was closer, between Alex and the original speaker. Alex was sure he'd not heard it before but it seemed, somehow, familiar. "He's unarmed, defenceless; it would be beneath us to kill him."


  'They're talking about me.' The thought hit suddenly, sending a bolt of fear through him.


  In a panic, Alex tried again to sit up, realising as he tried to move that not only were his hands bound in front of him but that his feet were tied at the ankle, just above the top of his boots. Spitting curses he fought against the bonds, thrashing his body around on the hard ground until he managed to swing his legs under him and push himself up onto one hip, his hands curled into fists as they lay useless in his lap.


  "Steady," the voice cautioned from close behind him. "Keep still." The words, though spoken quietly, were an obvious command.


  Turning his head toward the speaker Alex looked up into the strangely familiar face that he'd seen in his memory. Dry mouthed, heart beating loudly in his chest, Alex nodded once and stopped moving.


  "He's a Pict," the first voice repeated angrily. "Unarmed maybe, but that probably means he's a spy."


  "A spy? Wearing traditional battle dress, alone, in the middle of Norselander's territory?" The words were spoken with obvious sarcasm.


  Silently he watched as the two men stared angrily at each other. From their face shapes and expressions Alex thought they must be closely related, brothers maybe? Though unlike the face etched into Alex's memory the other man's light brown hair fell untidily to his shoulders, and dark eyes looked out over a full beard covering his cheeks and chin. Both men were big with muscular arms, which were bare save for rings of twisted metal around their biceps. They wore light chain mail tunics over what appeared to be plain tan knee length kilts. The darker haired man carried an unsheathed short sword in his hand; the metal glinted where the morning sunlight reflected off the blade.


  Trying to move as little as possible, Alex slowly let his eyes scan the area. Around the arguing men stood a ring of people, most of them similarly dressed and armed, though here and there Alex noted the short sword had been replaced by fearsome looking axes. Others standing with them, men and a few women, lacked the armour and weaponry, wearing instead simple brown tunic type tops; many of these unarmed watchers appeared to be wearing a leather collar around their necks.


  "Not a very effective spy in that case. I still say we kill him."


  "No. Look at him; he's not much more than a child. He's hardly any battle markings." The blue eyed man pointed towards Alex's chest, where the year of his birth was proudly emblazoned across it. "A warrior would be covered in the blue paint telling of his battles."


  "What else do you suggest we do with him? Let him go? Let him return to his people? Let him lead them to destroy us?" The voice dripped sarcasm.


  Alex's mind raced, careering from one thought to the next. Where the hell was he? How had he gotten here? Had he been drugged? Kidnapped by a cult of Viking reenactors? Alex fought the urge to laugh hysterically at the last thought, sobering quickly as the argument between the two men picked up once more.


  "We have no choice. You are a fool, you should have killed him where you found him, not brought him back."


  "I won't kill in cold blood."


  "You haven't the balls or the backbone to kill at all." The darker haired man's voice was cold with scorn. "You are not a man at all; I am ashamed to call you my brother."


  'What on earth is going on? Where am I?' The questions repeated themselves in Alex's mind. He could feel his fear and confusion starting to give way to anger, but didn't dare ask the questions out loud; being unarmed and almost naked he really didn't want to risk angering either of the men further.


  "Harald! Gunnar!" A voice thundered through the silence. The circle around the two men broke apart, with all of those that were not bearing arms, and a fair few who were, scrambling quickly away.


  The man approaching was much older, and even more physically imposing. Tall and muscular, his arms bulged as he crossed them in front of his broad chest. He had the same red blonde hair as the young man nearest to Alex, but it was shot through with silver, the same streaks ran through an impressive plaited beard. His dark eyes glittered dangerously in the sunlight as he glared at the two men.


  "What by the name of the gods is going on?" His voice fit with his appearance making Alex shudder involuntarily as he spoke.


  "Harald found this Pict last night, out on the moor Father, but rather than dispatch him as he should, he decided to bring him home." Gunnar's voice was scathing.


  "Harald?" The older man inclined his head and raised his eyebrows at his other son.


  "I didn't feel I had any other choice," Harald explained briefly. "He was unarmed, and only young. I couldn't kill him."


  "He's our enemy," Gunnar hissed angrily. "He deserves death; it is what they would do to any of ours if caught."


  "Your brother is right." The older man's tone softened as he addressed Harald, shaking his head slightly. "What did you expect bringing him here?"


  "I don't know what I expected; I just knew I couldn't kill him." Harald's tone was apologetic but when his eyes met his father's there was a gentle pleading in his gaze.


  "Some Norseman you are, you stay here on the farm, you won't raid, you won't fight." Gunnar shook his head in disgust. "You should have been a woman, not the heir to Jarl Siguard Olafsson. Fuoflogi!" Gunnar spat in Harald's direction.


  "Gunnar," his father barked. "You go too far. Your brother does not shun women. He had a wife, he has children." Gunnar held his father's angry gaze, refusing to back down.


  "So you're saying what? That because he had children he's now allowed to become argr? That such actions are not shameful?"


  "Leave it, Father," Harald said wearily. "I'm used to the insult."


  From his position on the cold ground Alex watched the argument between the brothers, his own precarious fate temporarily forgotten, until Gunnar's murderous gaze swung back towards him.


  "So we kill him?" he asked coldly, a cruel smile playing on his lips. When neither replied, he transferred his gaze to his brother and held out the short sword hilt first. "Well Harald, you brought him here."


  "I won't." Harald crossed his arms, ignoring the offered weapon.


  "Then I will." Gunnar took a step toward Alex who had started to fight urgently with the bindings on his wrists as he tried to shuffle backwards, his unprotected legs scraping across the rough ground.


  "Stop!" The single word from the older man was quietly spoken but the tone demanded instant obedience in response. Even Alex ceased trying to move away. "There is another option."


  "What?" Disbelief was written over Gunnar's face, and hope over Harald's, as they spoke the word at the same time. Alex held his breath; surely any fate had to be better than death.


  "Take him as a thrall," Siguard suggested baldly. "You'll have to ensure his obedience, and take his life if he won't agree or tries to run."


  "It will never work. If he doesn't murder us he'll run back to his people and betray us." Gunnar argued.


  "It could work," Harald said carefully, his expression changing as he looked towards Alex, as though asking an unspoken question.


  "Just let me go. You've got this all wrong. I am no danger to you, whoever you all are." Alex pleaded. "Just tell me how to get home and I'll go, I won't trouble you again." In his mind Alex added, 'well aside from calling the police and having the lot of you mad men arrested for kidnapping and torture.'


  "Choose," Siguard commanded.


  "I would save him," Harald confirmed, his voice gentle, his eyes still fixed on Alex. "I will take him as a thrall."


  "Not just any thrall, my son," Siguard added as he looked between his sons. "You will not only be solely responsible for his actions, but you will have a duty to see to his safety. Keep him close."


  "Close?" Harald's tone was uncertain as he looked towards his father.


  "A body thrall, yes," his father confirmed with a nod.


  Alex frowned as he noted a slight smile cross the older man's face as he spoke, wondering what the hell a body thrall was.


  "Choose, Pict. Either become Harald's body thrall," Gunnar twisted the word to make it sound as though this option was somehow shameful, dirty, before adding with obvious pleasure. "Or die."


  Trapped, Alex looked at Harald briefly, then turned to Siguard, ignoring Gunnar completely "I've no bloody idea what a body thrall is, but I guess if you won't let me go and the only other option is death, then it's no real choice. I don't want to die."


  ****


  Without saying a word, Harald cut the leather thong that bound Alex's ankles, but left his hands tied, before pulling him to his feet and leading him away from his father and brother. They crossed the grass to a walkway of roughly cut wooden planking, laid out to form a circle around the central area and moved along it to an area where there were several single storey wooden buildings of various sizes. Their roofs covered in grass growing turf, they had been built close together in a row, like a primitive street.


  "My home," Harald said as he ushered Alex through an open doorway into one of the smaller buildings.


  They passed through the main room, where a heavy wooden table with simple benches running down each side was set centrally. In a small off-shoot area a series of fire pits were being tended to by a couple of middle aged women as they prepared food; the air was thick with greasy smoke from roasting meat.


  "This way." Harald pushed Alex gently through the doorway at the far end of the main room into a much smaller room. This room was lit with a couple of oil lamps, hung from metal brackets attached to the walls. The only natural light was from a small opening just below the eves on the far side of the room.


  Lined up against one wall were two large ornately carved wooden crates. The lid of one was open and inside Alex could see what appeared to be clothing. On the closed lid of the other crate sat several items, amongst them Alex could recognise only a couple of combs, and a small pile of what looked like some sort of jewellery made of metal and coloured glass beads. Balanced on the corner of the crate sat a short, wickedly sharp looking knife, the metal blade set in a handle of polished bone. On the other side of the room a low bed was covered in a heavy woollen blanket, the coloured weave looking like a very basic tartan.


  Standing in the middle of the room Alex watched cautiously as Harald moved over towards the crates. Rummaging through the open crate he pulled out a plain woollen tunic which he tossed onto the bed, before searching through the items on the top of the closed crate. As he turned back towards Alex he held the knife in his right hand.


  Air rushed into Alex's lungs as he inhaled sharply. He quickly stepped backwards as Harald moved towards him, stopping only when his shoulders hit the wall.


  "It's all right, I'm not going to hurt you," Harald said softly. "Stand still, I just want to cut the bindings on your wrists."


  Shaking slightly Alex did as requested, holding his tied hands up for Harald to slide the blade between his wrists. With a sharp jerking motion the knife sliced upwards and the bindings fell away.


  "Thank you." Alex rubbed at the red marks that circled his wrists before dropping his hands to his sides. Carefully he brushed one side of his kilt, reassuring himself that no one had found the hidden pocket sewn inside, which held the essential items he'd taken for a night out clubbing.


  Harald returned the knife to the crate and turned back towards Alex. In his hand he held a simple strip of leather about a centimetre in width.


  "I need to put this on you." Harald held it out towards Alex who looked at it first in confusion and then with dawning comprehension. His expression changed to one of disbelief.


  "A collar? Fuck no! Look, I've no clue as to what the hell is going on here but I am no one's slave." Alex's voice rose as he spoke. "You may have me held here against my wishes, but as soon as I can get out I'm going straight to the police and having you all arrested and charged with kidnapping, false imprisonment, assault and any other charge I can think of."


  Dipping his hand into the gap in his kilt he pulled out his I-phone and unlocked the screen before hitting the nine key quickly three times in succession. There was no ring tone, in fact no tone at all. He looked at the screen in disbelief; it showed charge, but no display, not just a bad patch with no signal, the phone was useless.


  "Shit," he swore again. Blinded by frustration and anger he reacted without thinking. Throwing the phone at the wall with enough force to shatter the screen.


  For a couple of minutes Harald said nothing, just looked on impassively whilst still holding out the collar. Then, tilting his head to one side he lowered his hands and asked softly, "What's your name?"


  "Alex, Alexander McGill. I, well, most people call me Alex," he said wearily.


  "Alex," Harald repeated. "Shall we start over? I'm Harald."


  "Where am I?"


  "Siguardsvik. This is my father's farmstead. After his last wife died he decided that he didn't want to sail again, nor did he want to stay in our family home in Skara. Lord Olaf gave him permission to leave and come here to settle."


  "Okay, so, Siguardsvik, and where exactly is that?" Alex questioned, if he could work out where he was, when he got away he could find his way home, or at least to the nearest town.


  "Fortriu, about five miles from the coastal settlement at Obar Dheathain."


  "I'm not in Scotland?" Alex swallowed the sick feeling that rose from his stomach.


  "Scotland?" Harald frowned as he repeated the word slowly, "What's Scotland?"


  "Home," Alex whispered, his voice shaking slightly.


  "Steady, you've gone white as snow." With a look of concern Harald reached out with his empty hand and placed it gently on Alex's shoulder. The touch was light, sympathetic as he asked, "How old are you Alex?"


  "Duh!" Alex rolled his eyes as he gestured with his hand to the tattoo across his chest. "How old do you think, do the maths."


  Harald looked blankly at the black markings, then taking his hand from Alex's shoulder he gently traced around them. Alex couldn't help but notice that his fingers were warm and unexpectedly soft.


  "What does it mean?" Harald looked directly into Alex's eyes as he asked but his fingers continued to move slowly across his chest. Involuntarily, Alex gasped as the edge of Harald's thumb unexpectedly grazed across his nipple, the bud pebbling hard. Harald's eyes darkened, his lips parting slightly in response. Neither man seemed able to look away, but Harald's fingers continued to brush over the muscles of Alex's chest.


  "I'm twenty four," Alex said eventually, the words breaking the connection between the two men. Colour rose in Harald's face as he rapidly stepped backwards.


  "So this," he frowned as he indicated the tattoo again.


  "Is the year of my birth, 1987, and its 2012 now, so, that makes me 24, well until November." Alex explained with exaggerated patience.


  "You Picts must use a different calendar to us. I worship the proper gods, but earlier this year my brother raided one of those Christian religious houses to the South of here. They brought back one of the monks and he said that it was, according to their records, the year of their Lord 894."


  "894?" Alex blanched, his mouth going dry as he repeated the words. Shaking his head in disbelief he continued, "you're telling me that its 894? That I've what, travelled back in time? What is this? My own version of Life on Mars?"


  Involuntarily Alex began to shake, his vision clouding.


  "Steady," Harald cautioned taking Alex's arm and leading him to the bed. Pushing him down so he was seated, Harald pushed Alex's head forwards till he was leant over looking at his feet. "Breathe deeply," he requested, rubbing his hand across Alex's shoulders until Alex started to struggle to sit up again.


  "Better?" he asked as he let Alex up.


  "Yes, thanks." Alex nodded, he still felt shaky but the immediate panic attack had passed. "Sorry, but I can't get my head round it, you're telling me that somehow I've gone back over a thousand years, into the past, well in my past anyway."


  "I don't understand what you're asking," Harald admitted as he settled next to Alex on the bed, his arm still around Alex's shoulders.


  "If this is 894, and I've come from 2012, then how did I get here?"


  "I couldn't say. All I know is that I found you, unconscious, out on the hills last night. I couldn't kill you, or command any of my men to, so I bought you home. Maybe I did the wrong thing, but at least here you're still alive. You'd have been some wolf's breakfast if I'd have left you last night. If my brother has his own way though, you won't be alive for long, and it's up to me to protect you. The collar helps; it shows everyone on the farmstead that you're owned."


  "Owned!" Alex jerked to his feet and glared at Harald. "You don't own me."


  "Protected then, is that better? The collar shows that you are in my protection." Harald rose and stepped towards Alex again his voice becoming softer. "Trust me, please. Even with the collar it's going to be hard enough to keep my brother and his men from doing all they can to provoke you, to goad you into fighting, into giving them an excuse to harm you, to kill you. My father can do only so much to control him. With no protection you are a dead man walking."


  In silence, Alex traced the toe of his boot in the dust on the floor, occasionally shaking his head. Eventually he looked up at Harald.


  "I don't actually have a choice do I? If I want to live I mean." Not speaking, Harald shook his head. "Fine," Alex sighed in resignation and closing his eyes, held his head up for Harald to fix the collar around his neck.


  ****


  Still wearing his kilt, but with his top now covered in a soft woollen tunic, Alex followed behind Harald as he led the way to the farmstead's main building. Inside, men, and a few women, were already seated at the huge wooden table that ran almost its length. Harald strode down one side, heading toward the far end of the room, where at the head of the table his father Siguard sat. On one side of him sat a young blonde woman, her hair coiled in a thick plait on the top of her head, her eyes seemed fixed on the wooden plate in front of her. On his other side was a painfully thin-looking old man, whose age lined face lit up with a smile as soon as he saw Harald approaching.


  "Father, Stepmother Astrid, Magnus," Harald said politely as he took his seat next to the blonde haired woman, who did not acknowledge him. In silence, Alex stood directly behind Harald's seat, as he'd been told was his place as a body thrall.


  Harald had spent most of the day showing Alex around Siguardsvik, explaining the day to day work that went on, both in the domestic setting of the home and on the wider farmstead, where Harald himself spent much of his time working with the livestock. The tour had been leisurely; at times Alex had felt like a visiting friend rather than a prisoner.


  He'd introduced Alex to the other thralls in his service, some of whom dealt with day to day running of his house and others that carried out what could only be termed hard labour around the farm. Harald had tried to reassure Alex that his thralls' seemingly unhappy and suspicious responses to meeting him weren't directed at him, but rather at Harald. The position of body thrall, he'd explained, was a privileged one and highly sought after.


  Harald had also introduced Alex to the eight men who made up his own personal household. The men owed him their loyalty and service as the heir to Jarl Siguard, although as he explained, it was unlikely that they would ever go raiding or stand shoulder to shoulder in a shield wall against an attacking enemy.


  "I saw enough raiding, war and bloodshed as a fosterling. My foster father was a proud man, if a violent one, and I was expected to stand with him, to emulate him." Harald had explained with a shudder, "despite all his assurances I never got the taste for battle and conquest he expected. I didn't want to go on raids to foreign shores, to pillage and plunder. Instead I chose instead to follow my father over here and become a farmer after my wife died. He let me go, but he will raise my children, his grandchildren, to be the good and proper Norsemen that he never managed to turn me into." The last sentence was said in a bitterly mocking tone, which to Alex seemed as though it was something Harald had had said to him on more occasions than he cared to recall.


  "So Harri, this is the Pict that you found, is it?" the old man Harald had called Magnus said as he leant around Siguard. Pale blue eyes twinkled with mischief that seemed out of place in a man of his age.


  "I'm not a Pict," Alex grumbled quietly as Harald reached back with his hand, touching Alex's thigh gently, reminding him that he should be silent. Alex was surprised at how much he'd become accustomed to those gentle touches from Harald. Throughout the day, as he'd guided Alex around his home and the farmstead he'd frequently touched him; a hand on his elbow guiding him in a particular direction, a reassuring hand on his shoulder or back.


  This rather gentle man who would rather farm than fight seemed out of place from what Alex had ever been told about the people he called Vikings.


  "I'm just teasing," the older man addressed Alex directly. "I have been the Skald to Siguard's family for over forty years. I've known Harri since he was in swaddling wraps. As soon as he was on his feet he was forever bringing home strays, whether it was a kitten, an elk fawn or the stable boy." He finished with a wink at Harald.


  "Magnus, I don't think that particular story needs to be retold," Siguard said firmly to the older man.


  "Of course Jarl Siguard," the older man demurred, still smiling.


  The door at the far end of the room was flung open and, flanked by the six men that made up his household, Gunnar stalked towards the head of the table.


  "Father, my apologies for being late. My men and I thought it a wise precaution to sweep the forest from the south of the farmstead down to the Loch." He fixed Harald and Alex with a glare as he took his seat on the other side of Magnus. "With an enemy in our midst, even one who Harald has taken such a personal interest in, I don't think we can be too careful."


  "Of course," Siguard's tone was resigned. "You found nothing though?"


  "All is quiet," he confirmed, before adding acidly, "for now."


  "Good, in that case, let us eat." Siguard signalled to those seated lower down the table for the meal to begin.


  Roasted meat was served with a thick barley and vegetable stew. Alongside it was heavy dark bread smeared with a sharp white soft cheese. Harald carefully shared his meal with Alex, passing back to him pieces of meat and squares of bread. Ale and sweet honeyed mead was served in drinking horns, but where most of the men drank heavily Harald only sipped at his drink.


  As the meal wore on, the noise in the great room rose. Siguard talked with both Harald and Magnus about the farmstead and the seasonal work to be done. Occasionally he would try to involve Gunnar in the conversation, without success. Gunnar himself ate sparingly but drank deeply; throughout the meal he kept his eyes fixed grimly on Harald and Alex.


  When the tables were cleared, Astrid and the other women in the room excused themselves. Harald moved over on the bench to take her place, pulling Alex down into the now empty seat beside him. Around them the men amused themselves talking in small groups, issuing challenges for arm wrestling or playing a board game which to Alex appeared similar to drafts, moving carved bone or wood counters round a marked out chequerboard.


  At the head of the table Magnus, prompted by Siguard, began to recite a long, humorous poem detailing Siguard's voyage from Skara. Alex found himself pulled in by the cadence of the Skald's voice as he told of the difficulties of transporting cattle on a long ship across a storm tossed sea.


  "This is wrong." Gunnar interrupted Magnus' oration, rising to his feet and shouting at his father. "How can you tolerate it?"


  "Tolerate what?" Siguard answered coolly, though from the way his knuckles turned whilst as he gripped hold of his drinking horn he could at least guess what his younger son was talking about.


  "That!" Gunnar pointed at his brother and Alex. "We sit here listening to the saga not of a brave warrior but of a farmer. It's hardly a proud record of the achievements of a Jarl from one of the oldest houses of our Country is it? It's an insult to your ancestors and relatives that your Jarldom that will pass to an argr, a rassragr, a man not worthy of the title."


  The room had fallen silent at Gunnar's outburst. That there was no love lost between Siguard's two sons was common knowledge, but the allegations that Gunnar had levelled at his brother were serious insults. Insults for which, on occasion, blood had been spilt.


  Though Gunnar's words had not been directed at him personally the threat in his tone made Alex's heart rate accelerate, his hands curling into fists as his body prepared automatically for fight or flight. The words Gunnar had used were unfamiliar, but Alex got the feeling that had he been able to translate them they would have been cruelly homophobic. He would have pushed himself to his feet and responded had it not been for Harald's hand landing heavily on his thigh under the table.


  Catching Alex's eye, Harald shook his head gently "Don't," he mouthed silently. Alex studied Harald's face for a second then sighed, relaxing down onto the bench and uncurling his fingers.


  "Have a care Gunnar, you go too far." Unexpectedly, it was Magus who responded, his voice no longer in the lyrical tone with which he'd recited the Saga. Instead it was cold and harsh. "You not only insult your father and brother, but you insult both our gods and our heroes with this talk. Did not Loki take the female role in his encounter with Svaoilfar, the giant stallion, and later bore the foal Sleipnir, Odin's eight-legged steed? And what of Odin himself, taught by the Goddess Freyja in the art of seior, to enable him to predict events and the fates of man, though the practice was thought to be such a great ergi that men considered it shameful to practice it? In the Grettisfaersla is it not told the Grettir of Iceland, a national hero, was ragr, and enjoyed relationships with other men?"


  Gunnar had turned white at Magnus' declaration; to have insulted the gods was a very serious matter. As he struggled to his feet Magnus continued.


  "Does not the proverb state 'everyone gets argr as he gets older'? Your brother has fulfilled his duty to the Jarldom, he has produced an heir and he is now free to do as he wishes."


  "That is a proverb for old men, past their prime, not for a man yet to reach his thirtieth year, a man with lands and a title. By Thor's will and over my dead body shall I let him shame this family with his perversions," Gunnar spat his declaration towards his father and brother before turning on his heel and storming out of the room. His men rose from their benches and followed after as swiftly as they were able.


  For seconds there was complete silence in the room. Realising the drama was over and neither Siguard nor Harald intended to respond, or go after Gunnar, the men quickly returned to their own conversation and amusements.


  "I'm sorry, Father." Harald apologised quietly.


  "You are not your brother," Siguard shook his head then looked at Alex his brow creasing briefly into a frown. "I can only pray to the gods that I did the right thing in not insisting you killed him."


  "Oh, I think Harri's red warrior here may surprise us all yet." Magnus smiled benignly at them.


  ****


  Curled up under the rough woven blanket that covered the straw mattress which had been placed on the far side of Harald's room, Alex had been woken from a fitful sleep and lay quietly thinking over yesterday's events. It was only his bladder's demand for immediate attention that got him out of bed. Pulling a long heavy grey cloak and wrapping it tightly around himself he slipped out of the silent house, heading towards the midden to relieve himself.


  Although dawn came early it was still dark, as a thick fog blanketed the farmstead and beyond. Where there should have at least been birdsong, and possibly the calling of the farmstead's livestock instead there was an eerie silence. Having taken care of business, he walked over to the dry stone wall that surrounded the farmstead and leant against it, trying to sort through in his mind the chaos of the last 24 hours.


  Harald had not spoken about his brother's outburst; in fact he'd barely spoken at all. Instead, not long after Gunnar's abrupt exit, he'd bid his father and the skald goodnight and returned to his own rooms. There he'd shown Alex where he was sleeping and then, still fully clothed, he had thrown himself down on his own bed. Laying on his back with his hands clasped behind his head he'd just stared blankly at the ceiling.


  Unsure of what he should do, Alex had turned off the oil lamp at his side of the room before slipping out of his kilt and crawling under the blanket. He'd watched as Harald eventually prepared for bed, only to then listen as he tossed and turned on the other side of the room.


  Staring out over the silent farmstead Alex's mind picked over the events during the evening meal he found himself more frequently returning to the insults Gunnar had thrown at his brother, and the skald's response.


  School history lessons had taught him only a little of the Vikings. He'd been told that they were bloodthirsty barbarians who raped and pillaged their way round Europe before the Conquest. He found it hard to imagine Harald, the gentle farmer who didn't want to fight, that way. From the start he'd had a feeling that perhaps Harald was showing a more personal interest in him, rather than seeing him as just his prisoner, but he'd dismissed it. He still didn't know what the names were that Gunnar called his brother, but the skald's words had seemed to leave little doubt as to their meaning.


  "Which way did he go?" Alex tensed as the words reached him out of the darkness surrounding him.


  "To the forest, through the Loch gates. He's on foot."


  "I knew he'd run." Gunnar's tone was smug. "You two, take horses, follow him, catch him and kill him." The command was delivered in an emotionless tone that made Alex shiver.


  Pulling the cloak up over his head, Alex ducked down into the shelter of the wall, holding his breath as he hoped desperately not to be noticed.


  "What do you want us to do?" Another voice spoke out of the darkness


  "I'll have to go back to my rooms so that when the alarm sounds I can be sent for. The rest of you, stay close to Harald's men. If he does manage to sound the alarm I want them taken down. Ketil, you'll take care of my brother?"


  "Yes." The acknowledgement was accompanied by the rasp of metal against metal, the sound of a sword being unsheathed.


  "Good, keep it quick and quiet. My idiot father will blame the Pict for his precious son and heir's death. Go, now."


  Alex waited for the sound of footsteps to die away before he moved. Skirting round the inside of the wall he made his way passed the cattle byres as quickly and quietly as he could. All he could think was that he needed to get to Harald as soon as he could, that he had to save him. With Harald's own men under guard only he could stop Gunnar's plan, but he also knew he didn't have a chance of getting there before Ketil did.


  If Harald was killed his own fate was sealed. They would hold him responsible for Harald's death; if Siguard didn't kill him to avenge his son then Gunnar definitely would, probably on sight without an opportunity for the truth to come to light.


  The main room of the house was deserted when Alex reached it but the fire pits were still burning, giving just enough light to work by. He needed to find something, anything, he could use as a weapon, to stop Ketil. Searching the food preparation area he snatched up the sharpest knife he could find, the blade sharp but long and narrow. Staying in the shadow of the walls Alex made his way as quietly as he could towards the open bedroom door.


  It was darker in the bedroom. Sliding through the doorway, Alex could see only just make out the silhouette of Gunnar's man as he stood next to Harald's bed, his short sword raised ready to plunge down into Harald, who still slept under the blankets. Ketil's arm started to sweep downwards.


  "No!" Alex shouted as he rushed forwards. Surprised by the sudden intrusion, Ketil turned, his arm still raised. Alex lunged as he reached him, the knife blade thrusting deeply into the other man's unprotected armpit. Ketil roar was a mixture of pain, surprise and anger. Instinctively he moved to protect himself, the blade of the short sword plunging towards Alex's chest.


  Alex ducked away, but not quite fast enough. The blade cut deeply into his shoulder, the sting numbed by the blood that welled up onto his skin. Twisting his own knife as he pulled it back out of Ketil made the other man scream again.


  Both men knew they were fighting for their lives. Slashing wildly with the now bloodied blade Alex aimed for Ketil's eyes. Time seemed to slow down as the two fighters danced around each other. Adrenaline was coursing through Alex's body, his heart beating fast in his chest, its echo in his ears. His sole focus now was to somehow disarm the larger man.


  Ketil's eyes blazed with fury as he pressed forwards, the professional swing of the sword telling of years of practice. Alex found himself giving ground, although he could move faster his inexperience was showing, the most he'd done with a knife before this was to cut a steak. Only his own anger kept driving him. Always moving, he alternated between making sweeping arcs with the knife and thrusting short sharp jabs at Ketil.


  As he was forced further backwards he realised that he couldn't win this fight. Alex could feel himself starting to panic as Ketil changed tactics, his sword swinging down towards him. In a desperate move he ducked beneath the falling blade and lunged forwards, plunging the knife as hard as he could into the other man's groin. Ketil's scream was inhuman as he staggered backwards. Alex pulled his arm back, staggering slightly as he did. Still screaming Ketil stiffened suddenly, his eyes bulging, his short sword falling to the ground. The scream itself trailing off with a rasping gurgle as he slowly crumpled to the floor.


  Clasping the handle of the knife tightly in his hand Alex's stared at the fallen man in stunned disbelief, almost expecting him to rise again.


  "Alex." He jerked his head up at the sound of his own name. Harald stood on the other side of Ketil's body, completely naked, wild eyed and with his hair tossed untidily around his head; his own bloodied short sword in his hand.


  The two men stared at each other, their heavy breathing sounding loud in the room; the air thick with a heady mix of sweat and testosterone. Their eyes locked on each other. Harald's sword fell from his hand as he stalked towards Alex. Stepping over Ketil's remains he pushed Alex heavily against the wall. Harald's larger body covered Alex's, their mouths crashing together in a bruisingly hard kiss. The knife fell from Alex's hand as his arms came up around Harald's neck, grasping the long hair in his fists as he pushed back into Harald's mouth with the same almost violent force.


  ****


  "Harald!" At the sound of the bellowed name, Alex and Harald broke apart, both still breathing heavily. Alex couldn't help but wonder if the slightly shocked expression on Harald's face was mirrored on his own.


  The sound of approaching feet followed, and then the door crashed open. Siguard and four of his warriors, fully armed, swiftly filled the room. Alex found himself being herded away from Harald, to the far side of the room. Two of Siguard's men stood in front of him, their short swords raised whilst a third forcefully held him by his right arm. The wound in his shoulder throbbed painfully, a fresh flow of blood spilling down over his chest.


  In a panic he began to struggle to free himself. Swinging his unhindered arm towards the face of the man who held him, he felt a surge of satisfaction as his fist connected heavily with the man's nose. Twisting away as his arm was freed, he tried to dodge under the sword blades. As he turned to run his arms were caught behind him and yanked forcefully upwards. The jarring pain in his elbow made him stop fighting but it didn't stop him swearing loudly at his captors as he lashed out at their shins with his feet.


  "Take him out and kill him," Siguard commanded.


  "Father, no." Still naked and unarmed, Harald moved to block the doorway. "Don't do this."


  "He tried to kill you yet you would argue for his life?" Siguard looked at his son in disbelief.


  "No! I didn't, I..." Alex's words were cut off with a strangled yelp as his arm was pulled tighter.


  "Quiet," Siguard turned towards Alex, absolute fury in his tone. "You have forfeited any right to a defence by your actions. My son tried to save you, and you repay him by trying to murder him in his sleep. I should have listened to Gunnar from the start. Get him out of here."


  "He didn't try to kill me father," Harald started to explain. "He..."


  "Enough, no more excuses. Take him out." Siguard cut off his son abruptly. The warrior kept a firm grip on Alex's arm as he began to push him roughly towards the door.


  "Stop!" Harald's voice wasn't raised, his tone calm and carefully measured. Almost formally he continued, "let go of him. This man is my property. He is in my care and is my responsibility. I claim the right to do with him as I will."


  Still holding Alex, Siguard's men looked between their Jarl and his son, waiting for further instruction, as the two men glared at each other.


  "You have that right," Siguard conceded unwillingly.


  "Thank you Father," Harald inclined his head slightly. "Let go of him," he commanded.


  Alex found himself stumbling forwards as his arms were released. Steadying himself he rubbed at the red hand marks on his arm where they'd been held, watching Harald, waiting to see what he would do.


  "How do you intend to deal with this son? You can't just let him go."


  "I think you are overlooking something here Jarl Siguard." Magnus suggested calmly from where he'd been standing unnoticed, just behind Harald in the doorway.


  "What?" Siguard snapped at his skald.


  "How did you know that Harald's life was in danger? That it was Alex who was trying to kill him?" Magnus queried politely.


  "I was told by one of the men, he told me the Pict had taken Harald's life and fled." Siguard voice trailed off and he looked towards Alex as he realised what he was saying.


  "Indeed, fled as far as his master's rooms. His very dead master that is." Magnus did not attempt to keep the sarcasm out of his voice, going as far as to roll his eyes as he spoke.


  "I appear to have been misinformed," Siguard said stiffly.


  "So, that being the case," Magnus continued in the same tone. "How would you explain why Ketil, Gunnar's right hand man, is lying dead on Harald's bedroom floor?"


  No one spoke, but all eyes turned to the body still lying where it had fallen in the middle of the room.


  Eventually Siguard hissed. "Find him, find my son and bring him to me in the main house; in chains if necessary."


  Siguard's men needed no further instruction, leaving swiftly, their Jarl following in their footsteps. Harald and Alex were left looking at each other, neither knowing what to say or do next. It was Magnus, sounding now as though he was amused by the whole situation, whose voice broke the silence between them.


  "Harald, your father will need you in the meeting room. See to cleaning that wound on Alex's shoulder first and then both of you get along. I'll see to getting someone to sort out the mess in here."


  "Yes Magnus." Harald replied automatically,


  "And for goodness sake, put some clothes on first!" Magnus finished with a chuckle as he walked away.


  ****


  Most of the tables from last night's feast had been pushed back to the walls, leaving the centre of the big room empty. At the far end a single table remained, set crosswise to the length of the room. In front of the table Siguard's heavy carved wooden chair had been placed. Siguard himself paced back and forth across the dusty floor in front of it. The only other occupant of the room was Magnus, seated on a bench to one side of the room, seemingly engrossed in the runes carved in piece of wood he was holding. At the entrance to the room, two armed warriors stood guarding the doorway.


  "Father."


  Siguard stopped his relentless striding and looked up at the sound of his name and signalled to the guards.


  Harald quickly crossed the room to his father. He had dressed formally with his mail shirt over a linen tunic and trousers, and around his shoulders a heavy blue woven cloak was held in place by a decoratively carved golden pin. Three heavy gold rings circled each arm and his sword was belted at his waist. Hanging from a fine chain on his neck was a delicately carved replica of Thor's Hammer.


  Following a couple of paces behind him, Alex reflected that at this moment Harald looked like every fierce, masculine Viking warrior he'd ever seen in a movie or on TV.


  Alex himself was dressed in his simple plain tunic and kilt, the hated leather collar still circling his neck. Harald had insisted on cleaning the wound to Alex's shoulder. After which he'd applied a salve of goose grease and herbs; which not only stung like a bitch but smelt revolting.


  "Where is he?" Harald asked coming to a halt before his father.


  "He wasn't in his rooms; my men are searching for him." Siguard looked from his son to Alex, who found himself moving further behind Harald at the furious glare he was subjected to.


  "They won't find him," Magnus interrupted without looking up.


  "My son wouldn't run; he isn't a coward." Siguard snapped at the older man.


  "No, but he is a traitor." Magnus finally looked up as he spoke. Locking his eyes with Siguard's he continued, "And one who tried to murder his own brother and frame an innocent."


  Siguard seemed to wilt at the skald's words, the fury melting out of him. Sighing he slumped down into the wooden chair, resting his elbows on his knees he leant forwards and he buried his head in his hands.


  Slowly Siguard and Harald's own men began to filter into the room, their expressions grim. With occasional head shaking to each other Alex surmised that their hunt for Gunnar had not been successful. Eventually Siguard looked up and turned to the head of his old household warriors who had rather reluctantly made his way across the room.


  "No sign of him?"


  "Sorry Jarl Siguard, but no, no sign of Gunnar, or any of his men. Their horses are also missing from the byre."


  Siguard's expression reflected his fury at the news. His fist crashed into the arm of the chair with force, the sound echoing around the room.


  No one moved. No one spoke. Standing just behind Harald, Alex found himself holding his breath.


  "What do you intend to do, my Jarl?" Magnus' question broke the silence but not the sense of tension that had been building in the room.


  "What can I do?" Siguard snarled at his skald. "Do you expect me to hunt down my own son and drag him back here to stand charge for attempted murder?"


  "Yes," the skald said baldly. Siguard looked at him with a mixture of anger and amazement.


  "Out, everyone out." Siguard roared. As his men hurried towards the doorway Alex turned to follow, only too glad to be escaping.


  "No, we need to stay." Without looking round Harald reached out and held onto his arm, as if sensing that Alex would like nothing more than to run.


  Siguard rose from his chair and began pacing once more, coming to a halt in front of Magnus, who still remained completely unperturbed by the day's events.


  "Where do you think he has gone?"


  "My best guess is back to Skara, to Lord Olaf." Magnus replied. "Whether he knows if his plot was successful or not, I believe he intends to present his case for your title and lands to pass to him. If Harald had died his son would now be your heir, a five year old boy is no match for Gunnar, no matter how well protected he is by his grandfather."


  "Harald lives though, Lord Olaf will surely seek proof of his death."


  "Gunnar's men will vouch for his story," the skald said with a shrug. "Only you can gainsay him, or Harald himself."


  "No," Harald said definitively. "I won't go back. Gunnar must know his plot did not succeed as Ketil has not joined them. If I were to go over he would still argue to take my place as heir, that I was unfit to succeed you. Lord Olaf knows my history, if Gunnar makes the accusations that I have become ergjask he won't dismiss them. He will have no choice but to declare my place in the succession of the title invalid."


  "You have no choice Siguard, you have to go to Skara. Astrid and I will come with you to Lord Olaf, you have to stop Gunnar before it's too late."


  "I'm not sure I can do it," Siguard admitted. "After all he's still my son."


  "Yes, but so is Harald," the skald spoke quietly but firmly. "You have a duty, to Lord Olaf, to your people and to your family. The laws must be upheld."


  Alex looked between the three men as Siguard again started to pace back and forth across the room.


  "Very well," Siguard said eventually, coming to a halt. "We will go to Skara, my men will accompany us. Harald, you will be in charge here." Harald nodded and Siguard turned to Alex "You saved my son's life."


  "Yes." Alex replied, meeting the older man's eye. "After all, he saved mine." Siguard simply nodded.


  ****


  It was late afternoon before Siguard, Astrid and Magnus were ready to leave, mounted on horseback. Harald and Alex watched from the gateway as they trotted away from the farmstead, leaving a trail of dust in their path.


  "They'll pick up Siguard's old boat at the trading post at Obar Dheathain," Harald explained as they both stared at the now empty countryside around them. "It's a long crossing but they'll be in Skara by nightfall in two days time."


  "Gunnar won't have taken the boat?"


  "No, he has his own ship. He has a long ship, made for raiding. He and his men will have taken that."


  "They'll get there first then?"


  "They always would have, they have almost a day's head start on my father and his party."


  Slowly they made their way across the farmstead, around them the day to day work continued. The men tended the cattle and horses in their byres, the women unseen as they dealt with their daily tasks of cooking and weaving inside the houses. Over the top of the voices of the men at their work and the animals they tended, sounded the regular beat of a hammer against metal in the farm's smithy.


  As they walked Harald kept up an ongoing commentary about the various parts of the settlement and the work being done, but Alex was barely listening. Not only was the persistent throbbing of his shoulder distracting him, but he was also creating a list of things he wanted to ask Harald about. At the top of which was the kiss that they'd shared earlier.


  "We're going to check on the sheep grazing out by the loch," Harald advised one of his own men who had been tasked with overseeing the work on the farmstead.


  "Do you require assistance?" the man asked.


  "No," Harald replied as he removed the long blue cloak and then his heavy metal arm rings. "I am sure we'll be fine. Can you arrange for those to be taken to my rooms please?"


  "Of course," the man nodded and began to move away.


  "Come with me?" He asked turning to Alex, who couldn't help but smile with appreciation that he was being asked as though he actually had a choice to give any answer but yes.


  Slowly the two men made their way in comfortable silence out through the gap in the stone wall that marked the boundary of the farmstead. Moving into the shade of the tall pine trees that grew all the way down the gentle slope leading towards the loch Alex found himself more than once looking over at Harald, who appeared to be deep in thought. The tree line ended as the ground levelled out. The still waters of the loch were surrounded by a wide strip of lush grassland, upon which a small flock of heavily coated sheep grazed in the afternoon sunshine.


  In silence, and barely looking at the sheep they were meant to be checking, the two men walked along beside the water's edge. Harald suddenly came to a halt where a small stream fed into the loch, the grass giving way to water smoothed stones. For a while both men stood looking out over the water.


  "Harald, may I ask you something?" Alex ventured finally unable to bear the silence between them any longer.


  "Of course."


  "I was wondering, the things that Gunnar called you, and what Magnus said last night and, well, this morning." Alex's voice trailed off without actually asking any of the questions that were crowding his mind as Harald turned to look at him. His face was paler than usual. His eyes were cold and hard, his mouth set in a grim line. Feeling suddenly afraid Alex started to back towards the trees.


  "Stop," Harald warned and Alex sank down onto a fallen tree trunk. "It's all right. I know what you want to ask." Alex was surprised. He'd expected from his expression that Harald was angry with him, instead his voice was flat and empty.


  Harald didn't continue. Instead he turned back towards the water where he gathered several of the smooth stones. Alex watched as he skimmed them, making them jump across the surface of the water. His hands finally empty Harald walked back to where Alex was sitting and sank down on the trunk next to him.


  "Ask," he said bluntly.


  "I, well, I didn't want to assume, but the things Gunnar was saying, and Magnus, well, it's just," Alex couldn't seem to phrase the question he really wanted to ask.


  "Am I argr? Is that want you want to know?" Harald interrupted.


  "Well as I don't know what argr means, I was going to ask whether you were gay?"


  "Gay?"


  "Yes," Alex looked directly at Harald and shrugged. "I am, and I thought, perhaps you were too."


  "Gay?" Harald repeated, seeming genuinely confused.


  "Gay, yes, oh wait," realisation was slowly dawning for Alex. The term gay was a fairly modern one, it had certainly not been used in Viking times. "Tell me what argr means?" He suggested


  "To suggest that someone is argr is an insult," Harald began. "To be called such means that they think you are unmanly, cowardly, that you would," Harald broke off suddenly. Alex waited whilst the older man stared blankly out over the water.


  "I lived with my foster father from the age of twelve," he continued eventually. "It's a common arrangement. The children from one noble family are fostered by another during their adolescence. The foster family see to their continuing education and training in weaponry and war craft. My foster father, Lord Olaf of Skara, is an important man, to whom I owe my allegiance and my sword when he needs me. In my sixteenth summer he returned from a successful raid with women and children from across the seas. These captives were either sold as slaves or put to work in the household. "


  "The stable boy," Alex whispered.


  "Yes," Harald nodded briefly as he continued. "Edgar. He was a year older than I was and we struck up a friendship of sorts. The more time I spent with him, the more confused I felt. Had I just taken him, used him, well that would have been acceptable in everyone's eyes. But that wasn't what I wanted, instead I wanted to be ergi, to have him take me. We never actually did anything but eventually word got back to Lord Olaf, and my father." Harald's tone had turned bitter. "One morning I went to the stables and he was gone, sold. I never found out where he went. The same day, my father told me that I would marry Lord Olaf's daughter, Britta, the following week.


  "She died giving birth to our second child six years later. Those years of marriage had taught me one thing; although I could perform my duty to my wife I found no enjoyment in it. With a marriage behind me and having had children I could no longer be accused of fuoflogi. Lord Olaf was keen for me to remarry, to give my children a new mother, I refused as I wanted to follow my own instincts now that I had fulfilled my obligations to create an heir for the Jarldom. He granted me permission to join my father on the condition that I left my children with him, so I did not influence them.


  "I suggested that, given what I intended, I renounce my claim on my father's title, but neither he nor Lord Olaf would agree. Gunnar has never accepted who or what I am. He believes that because of my nature I am unfitting to be Jarl, that the title should pass from my father to him. He has never done more than hurl insults and accusations, until now, until you came."


  "Since then he's tried to kill you, and frame me for it," Alex interrupted.


  "Yes, and now that has failed he's gone to Lord Olaf to argue his case. That I am unmanly, cowardly, I must be unfit to be heir to the Jarldom." Harald agreed.


  "I came out to my family when I was fifteen," Alex said quietly.


  "Came out?" Harald queried.


  "I told them that I was gay. Not, in your terms, argr, but that I was attracted to men rather than women. It took them a while to come to terms with it, but they accept it, accept me."


  "You actually told them?" Harald looked at him in disbelief.


  "Yes," Alex shrugged. "Over time things changed. Things got a lot worse before they got better but a thousand years in the future things are very different. It's still not perfect, a long way from it really, but definitely better."


  "You want to go back?" Harald asked.


  Alex didn't reply immediately. "I thought I did, now I'm not so sure" he admitted quietly.


  Sitting side by side in the afternoon sunshine, the two men stared out over the water, both lost in their own thoughts.


  "I'm going to bathe," Harald said suddenly, starting to remove his tunic as he rose from the fallen trunk. "Join me?" he asked simply.


  Alex had seen Harald naked earlier in the day, but that had been in the dim light of his room. Standing with the sun behind him as he slowly removed his clothes Alex suddenly found himself wanting to trace his hands down the long muscular arms, and across the smooth skin of the broad chest.


  He didn't see Harald remove his trousers, having turned his back as his body made its attraction known in a way that would be all too obvious when Alex removed his own clothing. Only once he heard the splash of water as Harald entered the loch did he strip off his on tunic and kilt. Wearing just the hated slave collar round his neck he plunged into the water as quickly as he could. The temperature of the water and the sudden sting of the cut on his shoulder more than enough to swiftly deflate his arousal.


  Harald set out with a brisk paced stroke towards the centre of the loch with Alex in pursuit, only stopping when both were breathing heavily, no longer feeling the chill of the water. For a while the floated silently in the sunlit water, before making their way back to the shore at a much slower pace. Alex's fingers were wrinkled and blue with cold as he reached the shore. Stumbling a little over the stones he flung himself face down onto the sun warmed grass to dry out before dressing.


  Alex felt the air move as Harald lowered himself onto the grass next to him. Without warning Harald's hand brushed his shoulder, close to the jagged wound that Ketil's blade had sliced into him that morning.


  "You are healing fast," Harald's fingers played lightly over Alex's still damp skin, making goose bumps rise.


  "That's good," Alex stuttered as Harald withdrew his hand, his body having decided that it would really rather like to feel Harald's hands elsewhere on it.


  Trying to decide whether to stay where he was until Harald was dressed or whether to risk making a run for his clothes, Alex turned his head towards the other man. Harald lay on his back in the grass, his eyes closed to the brightness of the sunlight. Alex's eyes wandered up and down the other man's body, admiring the pale skin which was lightly dusted with golden hair on his arms and across his chest.


  Rolling onto his side so he faced Harald, Alex's eyes followed the trail down Harald's muscled stomach, as the hair got thicker the colour became much deeper until it reached Harald's groin where it formed a nest of red hair around his erect cock.


  "Harald," he asked quietly as he sat up. "Did you ever, you know, do what you wanted to, with Edgar, or anyone?"


  "No, I never had the chance," Harald replied sadly as he pushed himself up onto his elbows and looking at Alex with curiosity.


  "So you've never done anything, with a man I mean?" Alex began to lean forward towards Harald's groin, breathing in he could smell the clean scent of the older man.


  "No." Harald shook his head


  "Just lie still," Alex suggested as he brought his mouth towards Harald's erection, tracing his tongue lazily up the thick vein that pulsed along the underside.


  "What are you doing?" Harald's eyes were wide with shock at Alex's actions.


  "Just relax, enjoy it," Alex replied before returning his tongue to trace a slow circle just below the mushroom shaped tip of his shaft.


  Harald's eyes shut as Alex continued his exploration. Lapping at the bead of pre-cum that had formed at the slit, before teasing it with short jabs of his tongue. Alex moved his hand to cup Harald's balls, rolling them gently in his fingers. Moving forwards he slowly licked up and down the shaft before taking him into the warmth of his mouth. Applying gentle pressure he bobbed his head up and down as he altered the depth to which he took him in.


  Above him he could hear Harald's breathing speed up. As Alex felt Harald's cock hit the back of his throat he began to increase the pressure of his suction.


  "Alex!" Harald suddenly gasped out. His body jerked as his balls drew up spilling his seed into Alex's mouth. Alex continued to suck gently as he swallowed, before bathing the quickly softening cock with his tongue.


  Pulling away, Alex looked at Harald and smiled at the older man's rather dazed expression.


  ****


  The oil lamp next to the bed threw out a circle of soft light. Propped up on one hand, Alex lay on his side watching Harald as he lay on his back next to him, still sleeping. To Alex there seemed to be something horribly right waking up next to this man, which he found both extremely comfortable and downright disturbing.


  He was lost a thousand years from his own time, but a part of him didn't want to go back. Instead, he found himself wanting the man lying next to him.


  It had been a quiet evening. They had both been tired when they returned from the loch, the hectic events of the day quickly catching up with them. After sharing a simple meal, Harald had led Alex to his room where they'd lain on the bed and talked for some time. They'd talked about not just the stark differences in their lives, but the similarities, until both must have fallen asleep. At some point in the night Harald had pulled the heavy blanket over the pair of them, but Alex had been too deeply asleep to notice. He'd woken to find himself wrapped in Harald's arms, the bigger man curled almost protectively around him.


  Alex was contemplating leaning over and kissing the man again when a sudden scream of terror from somewhere outside the house shattered the early morning stillness. Rolling off the bed Alex reached for the clothes they'd discarded the night before. Harald had woken with a start. His early years of training as a warrior in his foster father's house making him react instinctively as he leapt from the bed. Pulling on his chainmail tunic over the linen shirt and trousers and pushing his arm rings up past his elbows he was dressed in under a minute. Alex settled his kilt on his hips and pulled on his boots before following him.


  Harald barely slowed as he picked up his weapons and the round shield which were stacked in the great room. Tucking the short sword in his belt, he pushed the leather strap at the back of the shield onto his left arm, keeping the longer blade held low in front of him Alex was armed with only the sharp knife he'd taken from the kitchen the day before, which again he tucked into his belt. As he raced after Harald towards the front door he pulled one of the heavy axes off the wall where it was displayed. He swung it a couple of times in front of him, trying to get a feel for the balance of a weapon he didn't really know how to use.


  As they reached the grassed area where Alex had first regained consciousness, in the centre of the farmstead, they were joined by other men. The eight men who made up Harald's household were the only ones fully armed with swords and shields. The others, free men who worked the farmstead, were armed with pitchforks, scythes and axes.


  From the far side of the farmstead, where the cattle byres stood, thick black smoke rose into the air. The pained and frenzied bellows of the trapped animals made Alex's stomach turn. From the same direction a lone figure was racing towards them across the grass, his face pale.


  "We're under attack, the Picts are coming," he gasped out as he reached them. "Thor save us all, the Picts are coming."


  "How many?" Harald asked shortly, but the man just shrugged and shook his head. "Lothir, take the women, children and thralls, get them to safety. If necessary go all the way to Obar Dheathain. Raise the alarm, get help for us." Harald commanded swiftly.


  The short blonde haired man to whom he spoke nodded then clasped his arm to Harald's.


  "Luck!" he said curtly before racing towards the meeting house.


  Harald looked at the men around him as he said grimly, "I expect they will come at us in a single wave. They will be quick and heavily armed, but untrained. If we stand together we can defeat them. There will be eight of us at the front of the shield wall, the rest of you behind us. We will hold them back as long as we can but if the wall fails and they swarm us be ready to fight."


  "They're coming," one of the men pointed with the short spear he was brandishing.


  "Fall into place," Harald commanded. With a brief look at Alex he added. "I would not ask you to fight against your own people, go now if you wish."


  "No. These aren't my people. I will fight with you." The two men locked gazes for a few seconds before Harald tore his eyes away.


  "Form up!" he shouted, turning to face the expected direction of the attack. His men fell into place beside him their shields locking together to form a defensive wall.


  The atmosphere was tense. Standing with the others behind the small shield wall, Alex watched as a line of men approached, taking up their positions no more than twenty metres in front of them. Nearly all had long dark hair, in some cases tied back, but in most it hung messily around their shoulders. They wore no chain mail, no shirts, just knee length blue kilts and heavy leather boots. All were heavily decorated up their arms and across their chests with detailed patterns tattooed in blue. In their hands they carried an assortment of weapons. Alex could identify spears and swords as well as a couple of axes; some were swinging chains on which hung heavy spiked balls.


  The men around Alex were silent, watching, waiting for the other side to make the first move. Alex wiped away the thick layer of sweat that formed on his forehead, yet at the same time noticed he was shivering. He felt sick and if he was honest at least part of him wanted to run.


  The sudden shouts from the men opposite drew Alex's attention. The shield wall didn't move as, brandishing their weapons, they began to approach. Slowly at first, but gathering speed, the blue painted men crossed the grass towards them. In practiced formation the shield wall slowly started to advance. Behind them the men bunched together, waiting.


  Then it came, the crash of steel on wood. The shield wall steadied, holding up to the first wave of the attack. From under the bottom of the shields the long swords slashed at the legs of the attackers. At the ends the untrained farmers pushed back with pitchforks and hoes. The Picts fell back slightly, reforming their line and striking again. In the centre the tallest of the attackers swung the spiked metal ball around his head, then let it fly directly at the wall. Alex watched as it caught one of the shields at the top edge, splitting the wood and carrying through into the face of the man holding it. He fell back, his features crushed beyond recognition. With a cry the attackers fell upon the gap in the shield wall, forcing their way forward into the defending line.


  Alex tensed, swinging the axe in front of him as the wall fractured apart. He saw three of Harald's men fall under that first assault, some of the men around him dropping their weapons at the sight of the approaching enemy and fleeing the battle. It was every man for himself now.


  Sweat poured into Alex's eyes as he dodged and wove amongst the attackers, swinging the axe wildly trying to defend himself. It was chaos. All around him he could hear the crash of metal against metal, the cursing and shouting of the men on both sides. Just ahead of him Harald swung the long sword with practiced efficiency; so far no one was able to match him.


  Alex nearly didn't see the tip of the spear until it was too late. Jumping out the way of the weapon which was levelled at his chest he swung the axe at shoulder height, it bit into the chest of his attacker, blood pouring from the wound as he pulled the weapon back. The man stumbled forward into him, blindly grabbing at Alex who pushed him away. As the man fell to the ground in front of him Alex felt bile rise in his throat as the realisation that he'd just killed someone hit him.


  He wanted to run, to escape. All around him men fought for their lives, the broken bodies from both sides littered the grass. In front of him Harald still fought on. As Alex watched he realised with horror that it wasn't a Pict that Harald was fighting now, it was his own brother. Gunnar hadn't done what they had thought, he hadn't fled to Skara, instead, he'd betrayed them, had sold out his own family to the enemy.


  This was the whole point of the battle, the fight for the Jarldom between the two brothers. Alex watched the two men circle each other, their sword blades clashing together in what seemed to be an intricate dance. They were evenly matched, at first neither giving ground, but Gunnar was the fresher of the pair. Alex watched in horror as Harald began to give way, his sword strokes slower, somehow heavier than those of his brother. As they continued to weave around each Gunnar suddenly raised his blade and slashed downwards, knocking Harald's shield to one side and plunging the sword into the right side of Harald's chest. Pulling out his sword he slashed at Harald's sword arm, a spray of blood rising to follow the blade's path. Harald's own sword tumbled out of his hand as he fell to his knees.


  Gunnar stood over his brother, his face twisted with contempt. Raising his foot he kicked Harald in the chest, watching in silence as he fell back onto the grass. Alex watched in horror, a slow burning anger rising inside him. No longer was he thinking of flight or escape. As Gunnar spat on his brother's fallen form the anger inside Alex boiled over. Without thinking what he was doing he started to run towards Gunnar, swinging the axe as he did.


  The first blow of the axe did little more than bounce off Gunnar's chain mail tunic. Gunnar turned, raising his sword, the two men standing a little apart from each other.


  "You're too late," Gunnar sneered. "There will be no Jarldom for my perverted brother, and the death of such an unmanly coward will not earn him a place in Valhalla, the gods would spurn such a creature. Now all I have left to do is send you after him."


  Alex pulled back his right arm as Gunnar's sword swung towards him. Putting his weight behind it the axe arced through the air, gathering speed and came crashing down on the moving blade. The weight unbalanced Gunnar just long enough for Alex to pull back his arm and swing again. This time it didn't have the same force behind it, but it didn't need to. The axe's blade hit Gunnar at the top of his shoulder, biting deeply into the soft flesh of his neck. Alex tried to pull the axe back, but the weapon was lodged on something solid. Blood welled up around the blade as Gunnar's sword fell from his hands. Blindly he reached for the haft of the axe, stumbling away as he did. With his back to Alex he fell forwards into the grass and lay still.


  Alex began to shake as the adrenaline rush left him. His limbs felt heavy, his chest tight as he gasped to take in more air. The wound on his shoulder had re-opened and blood soaked through his tunic. Oblivious to what was happening around him he bent over and retched into the grass. Wiping his mouth on the back of his hand he rose and looked around him. The battlefield was still. With Gunnar's defeat the remaining Picts had fled the farmstead. Around him on the grass the dead lay with the dying, both Norseman and Pict alike.


  Exhausted Alex staggered across the bloodied ground to where Harald, panting heavily, had pushed himself to his knees.


  "Alex," he coughed, blood flecking the corner of his mouth. Automatically Alex hooked his hands around Harald's arms to help him to his feet. "No time," Harald shook his head. "Give me your knife."


  As Alex reached for the short blade that hung from the silver belt around his kilt Harald lifted the fine chain holding the representation of Thor's Hammer over his head, he then slid the lowest of the gold rings off his arm, placing both on the ground in front of him.


  "Here," Alex held the knife to him hilt first.


  "Come close," Harald's voice was wheezy, as though speaking through water. Alex came to his knees before him. "I would not die knowing you were not free. In your heart and by your actions you have shown that you are more of a true Norseman than I ever was." Alex did not waste his breath trying to reassure Harald that he was not dying, he merely nodded.


  "Usually, granting freedom to a thrall and their adoption into their owner's house is a time of great ceremony and celebration," Harald's voice was little more than a whisper. "I wish I could have given you that. Raise your chin." As Alex did so, Harald slid the knife blade under the collar around Alex's neck and sliced upwards, the thin leather strip falling away onto the grass."


  "Welcome to my family," Harald lifted the gold arm ring and slipped it over Alex's hand, pushing it gently upwards past his elbow. "For the loyalty and courage you have shown."


  Tears formed in the corner of Alex's eyes. Not saying anything, he clasped his hands over Harald's where it rested on the arm ring in acknowledgement.


  "I have one more thing for you, something personal." Harald held up the fine metal chain and slipped it over Alex's head. Alex clasped his hand around the small metal hammer.


  The change in Harald's expression as he suddenly stared beyond Alex's shoulder was the only warning he got. Snatching up the short knife Alex turned as he rose to his feet. The sudden heavy blow nearly knocked him straight to the ground, the flat side of the axe hitting him just behind his ear. The world seemed to lurch as stars exploded across Alex's vision. Shaking his head to try and clear his eyes he could just make out the outline of the warrior as he pulled back his arm to strike again. Before the man could bring his arm back towards him Alex took two quick strides towards him, raising his arm and plunging the short knife down into the soft tissue of his neck. The resultant scream was cut off with a bloody gurgle as Alex withdrew the blade and sliced across the front of his neck with as much force as he could. The man fell to his knees, still gasping, as Alex himself stumbled backwards and fell to the ground.


  ****


  The bloodied battlefield was quiet. The last cries of the dying had faded away as the morning sun had broken the clouds. Smoke from the remains of the burnt cattle byres and houses had begun to clear as the fires burnt themselves out. In the surrounding woodland birdsong had started up again.


  Alex was getting colder, though he was sweating heavily at the same time. His chest felt tight, drawing breath was painful. His eyes wouldn't focus and the ringing in his ears was not subsiding. Raising his hand up to his head he could feel the wet warm stickiness of the blood that still oozed from the wound.


  A short distance away, Harald lay on his back, his left hand held over the wound to his chest as though in a futile attempt to stem the flow of blood that seeped over the pale fingers. Exhausted and unable to stand, or even crawl, Alex pulled himself across the grass until he reached him. Lying on his side against Harald's body, Alex reached his arm across his chest and grasped the bloodied hand. The slight squeeze in response was the only acknowledgement of his presence.


  In silence they waited. Not for help, they both knew there was no help coming.


  Harald was no longer moving, only the shallow rasping breaths told Alex that he still lived. Freeing his hand, Alex pushed himself up and leant over him. Softly he ran his hand down Harald's cheek, his thumb brushing over the cold lips which were beginning to turn blue.


  "I wish we'd had more time, I think I could have loved you." A single tear fell as Alex pressed his own lips to Haralds.


  Harald's eyes opened briefly, the slightest smile ghosted across his lips. "I already did," the words were no more than a sigh.


  Neither spoke again.


  ****


  Floating. In silent darkness he was floating. There was no pain, he was warm, he felt safe.


  'So this is death then, just nothing, alone.' Alex thought into the empty silence. There was another feeling, the feeling of absence that something was missing. Just out of reach. Something, someone, he should remember.


  "Harald," the name came unbidden to his mind. Had he said that out loud?


  On the edge of his consciousness he realised could hear quiet hissing noise. Further away a faint regular electronic beeping.


  "I think he's starting to wake, get the doctor." The voice was fuzzy, distant, but somehow familiar.


  "Alex, can you hear me?" Someone took hold of his hand. "Alex, squeeze my hand if you can hear me." Almost instinctively Alex flexed his fingers. He could hear someone crying now.


  "Alex, open your eyes for me," the voice commanded again.


  His eyes felt gritty, the lids heavy as he tried to lift them. The light was blinding, pain shot through his head. Closing them again he escaped back into the darkness.


  How long he floated he didn't know but slowly his senses started to nudge him. The feeling of warmth, the sounds of peoples' voices, a tantalisingly familiar smell.


  "Alex, can you open your eyes for me?" This time it wasn't as painful, his vision was fuzzy but he could make out the pale anxious faces around him. His parents, his brother, Stuart.


  "Gently," his dad cautioned as Alex found himself wrapped in his mother's arms, tears wet on his neck.


  "What happened?" he croaked as soon as his mother released him, the oxygen tube running under his nose had dried his throat.


  "You cracked your head against the pavement when you fell; you've been unconscious for three days." The woman in the white coat standing with his parents said briskly. "Now that Alex is awake I need to run some tests and then he needs to rest. Why don't you all go get some lunch and come back this evening?"


  Alex was exhausted. The doctors had spent a good hour prodding and poking at him, taking blood, shining lights in his eyes. He should be relieved; they'd told him he was going to be fine. No lasting damage was how they'd phrased it. Except for one thing he couldn't explain to them. He felt like there was something missing, like he was grieving for something, someone, he'd lost.


  A gentle cough made him open his eyes. Turning towards the door he pushed himself up onto one elbow and stared in surprise. Framed by the doorway stood a familiar figure, his long red-blonde hair was pulled back away from his face which only accentuated the planes of his face. His mouth lifted into a smile, a glint of amusement in the ice blue eyes.


  "They told me that my red warrior was awake again." At the sound of his voice the heart monitor sped up, beeping erratically as Alex tried to catch his breath.


  "Harald," he whispered as he struggled with the wires connected to him to sit up.


  "Yes, well Harri normally, only the family call me by my full name," he said approaching the bed. "I'm the paramedic that picked you up from the pavement last week after your little fight. You really shouldn't pick fights with people bigger than yourself, or with pavements; landing head first on the pavement always ends badly."


  Harald lowered himself into the visitors chair and leant forwards resting his elbows on the edge of the bed. He looked quizzically at Alex for a minute before asking. "How did you know my name?"


  "I'm not entirely sure how to put this," Alex began. "It would appear we used to know each other.


  "We did?" Harald frowned.


  "Very well in fact, but it was a long time ago."


  "What? When? I'm not sure we've actually met before."


  "We have. You obviously don't remember though." Alex leant towards Harald, took hold of his wrists and pulled him forwards. Ignoring Harald's startled expression he continued, "let me see if I can remind you." Lowering his head to meet Harald's, Alex gently kissed him.


  Pulling back slightly he looked into Harald's eyes and asked. "What are your feelings about fate and reincarnation?"


  THE END


  GLOSSARY


  All of these words are listed are described in Old Norse as Nio or insults.


  Argr/Ragr/ergi/regi – willing or inclined to play or interested in playing the passive role in sexual relations with another man. Sometimes used to mean unmanliness


  Ergjask – to become "argr"


  Fuoflogi – man who flees the female sex organ (usually used for a man who avoids marriage)


  Rassragr – literally arse-ragr


  Seior – woman's magic


  The proverb quoted, reads in Old Norse as – sva ergisk hverr sem eldisk (everyone gets argr as he gets older)


  ****
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  A tattooed man sleeping on his stomach in a bed.
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  Dear Author,


  I watch him sleep, he looks so young and beautiful.


  We met in a bar a few months ago. I don't know why he came home with me that night, but he did, he stayed the next day and keeps coming back.


  I ask myself: What are we? Lovers? Fuck buddies? Boyfriends? But I only dare ask myself.


  Why does he keep coming back? I'm older than him, a geek, with a boring life.


  But I don't ask him anything, because I don't want him to stop... I'm falling for him, no, that's a lie, I'm in love with him.


  What can I do?.


  Sincerely,


  Adriana
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  LAZY SUNDAYS


  by K-Lee Klein


  Watching someone sleep had to rate very high on the stalker scale. It didn't matter if the bedroom belonged to the person doing the watching or that said person was not sneaking around or hiding while they were doing the deed. No, none of that was the issue at all for Scott Weston. It was more the fact he did it every single time Devon stayed over. Since that number was up in the high twenty-something range, stalking had to be involved.


  It wasn't like he purposely woke up early to stare at the beautiful, tattooed man who had by some serious stroke of luck become his lover. He hadn't set out to see how cute it was when Devon's bottom lip puffed out just the tiniest bit when he snored or how he muttered and giggled—actually giggled—when he was dreaming. And Scott certainly hadn't wanted to giggle like a teenage girl himself when he saw how Devon reached out for him when he left the warmth of the bed, then snuggled Scott's pillow when he couldn't find the real thing.


  No. Scott watched Devon because he couldn't for the life of him figure out why Devon kept coming back. Scott prided himself on having a rational, logistically-configured brain, and there was nothing about Devon reappearing time and again that fit into any of his logically set-up hypotheses. The data that brought about the unexplainable outcome was overwhelming, but just did not compute in Scott's mind. Sure the sex was great and in that way they were very compatible, but in all other ways they didn't seem to have anything in common.


  Devon Ducaine was hot. Hell, even his name was hot and when he said it with that slight hint of a Southern accent it made Scott weak in the knees. And there, that right there—weak in the knees—was another clear example of how preposterous it was for Scott and Devon to even have a conversation let alone a relationship or whatever it was they were having. Scott was the kind of guy who actually used that phrase like some old-fashioned granny in a rocking chair. Devon, on the other hand, was more likely to say "you rock my fucking world, dude."


  Devon was what Scott would describe as a man's man, every holey jeans, tight t-shirts, nipples and ears pierced, motorcycle boots-wearing bit of him. He always had a hint of eau de motor oil mixed in with all the other delicious scents that poured off him, more than likely because he drove a motorcycle, or was it rode one? Scott could never remember the correct term. He barely knew a motorcycle from a scooter, just another one of those illogical incompatibilities in their relationship.


  When Devon had practically begged him to watch a football game on a couple of Sundays because his beloved Saints were facing an awesome match-up, it had added another thing they did not have in common to Scott's growing list. In the end, Scott hadn't minded at all, content to rest his head on Devon's lap and read. He'd loved seeing another side to Devon's personality that matched the enthusiasm he usually saved for the bedroom, plus when Devon's Saints did win he was always horny as hell.


  But back to Devon's hotness. Almost six feet—if Scott had to guess he'd say five foot, ten and three-quarter inches—of muscled, ropey not bulky, toned manly man. Add a bubble butt that could stop a truck, the sweetest crooked smile this side of the Mississippi, brown doe eyes batting long, dark lashes any woman would be jealous of, thick dark-brown waves of hair that touched his collar in the back, and a permanent five o'clock shadow, and you had the stunning man that was Devon Ducaine. The intriguing artwork that decorated his arms and part of his back was just icing on the proverbial perfect cake.


  Then there was Scott. He was three inches—possibly three and three-quarters—shorter than Devon, but there wasn't a muscle to be had unless you counted the big, engorged one between his ears. He wasn't a hundred pound weakling and wouldn't take first or even second place in an ugly contest by any means, but he had none of the physical attributes that made Devon a walking bundle of sex. His blonde hair was the unattractive color of dishwasher, his blue eyes were closer to the color of a cloudy ocean than a glimmering sea, and his nose was definitely more Romanesque than Devon's turned-up button.


  Devon was so far out of his league he was in the wrong ballpark, and that bugged the living crap out of Scott.


  "You think too much, especially so early on a Sunday morning." Devon's soft eyes were still hazy from sleep, one side of his face sported a wrinkly line from the pillow, and his hair was more a mess than his usual casually-messed 'do. He still made Scott weak in the knees.


  "I was just wondering if you wanted, you know, breakfast." Phew, good answer, Scott. Not.


  Devon reached an arm from beneath the covers, snagging Scott's hand and tugging him oh-so-not-gracefully onto the bed. He landed with an oof on top of Devon.


  "Good morning," Devon purred. Oh fuck yeah, Scott was sure he actually purred. "Happy Sunday."


  Before he could answer, Scott's lips were taken in a sweet kiss, Devon's hand sliding into his hair and holding him close. He pulled away with a groan.


  "Ugh, morning breath, sorry."


  Devon didn't release his hold. "Don't you know if we both have it, it cancels out? Besides, you taste damn good to me."


  Ah, Devon was relentless in his charm and a weak-kneed Scott fell back into bed with his Adonis without a single question in his over-thinking mind.


  ****


  After being coerced back into bed with Devon—though it hadn't taken much coercion—Scott took a quick shower then shuffled into the kitchen to make coffee and put water on for Devon's herbal tea. It had surprised him at first, the big calloused hands wrapped around a cup of green or oolong tea, but now it was just another element of Devon Ducaine. He was a lesson in contradictions on so many levels, from the tea he drank to the way he liked to be dominated in bed. He was still all Alpha male, but he liked to bottom as much as top and that had been both a surprising and welcome discovery.


  Once he'd filled the kettle and set the coffee to brewing, Scott headed into the living room. Sunday mornings were always the best when Devon stayed over Saturday night. It was the one day of the week Scott let himself off the hook from all the boring chores he obsessively scheduled. Five pairs of underwear, five pairs of socks, a pair of jeans and three t-shirts not getting washed on their predestined Sunday would not mean the end of the world. At least that's what Scott told himself when he crossed the task off his weekly list. He'd just throw caution to the wind and wash them on Monday night. It wasn't like he didn't have extra anyhow, plus his dress shirts and suits had already been collected from the dry cleaners. He had two sets of those, so one set could be at the cleaners while the others were in use. It was the epitome of anal, but he'd been doing it that way for so long, it wasn't something he'd grow out of.


  Scott had long given up trying to change the bits of OCD that had wiggled their way into his life since he was a child. He'd fought and tamed the urges and compulsions on a few separate occasions, but in the end he always lost the battle. He didn't have to turn lights off and on five times in a row or make sure he'd locked the door four times when he left the house, and he'd met people whose battle with obsessive compulsive disorder kept them from even leaving the house. So having to arrange certain things a certain way and making lists for absolutely everything wasn't so bad.


  There were two other Sunday chores that always got left by the wayside when Devon stayed over: vacuuming and calling his parents. Most people might not consider a phone call to their relatives a chore, but they didn't know Scott's parents. He'd come out to them almost eight years before at the ripe old age of twenty-four, a late bloomer tired of the constant nattering and nagging about girlfriends and wives and grandchildren. But telling them outright that he preferred men to women and that they would never get the beloved daughter or grandkids they harped about hadn't helped; they still continued to ask him the same damn questions.


  He had considered bringing a man to Thanksgiving or Christmas dinner, and had even been with one or two who would have fit the bill perfectly, but it was more hassle than he'd been willing to endure. He'd always figured picking a man totally opposite the type he usually dated would be the ultimate fuck you. Something to feed his hopes they would finally accept the whole situation and move on—someone like Devon perhaps.


  The full-on press of Devon's torso to Scott's back snapped the lid on the musings circling his brain. He quickly shoved the partially crossed-off list under the closest newspaper on the desk, giving himself permission to just enjoy Devon. He smelled like the outdoors, motor oil, and fresh cut grass—manly smells. Scott reminded himself to hide the cucumber melon body wash he loved and pick up some Old Spice soap for the next time Devon was over.


  "Why do you always cross those off?" Devon fished the list out from beneath the pile, lips pressing against Scott's neck as he spoke. "I don't mind helping. I have talents outside the bedroom too."


  Scott snorted in amusement. "Now wouldn't that just be the perfect Sunday activity for the two of us—you helping me with my laundry."


  "Maybe I'll just bring mine over and do it with yours."


  Scott's breath caught in his throat. He opened and closed his mouth a few times, feeling like a fish gulping air. He tried not to let the panic in his head invade the rest of his body. Normal. Just stay normal. "You... you... you..." He struggled to stay upright, grabbing the edge of his desk and taking slow deep breaths.


  "Whoa, you okay? Need to sit down? Scott, say something."


  "Coffee," was all Scott managed, followed by an unmanly squeak when Devon pulled him in the direction of the kitchen. He knew better than to let Devon's off-the-cuff comment stick inside his head. The hoping and anticipating would give him an ulcer faster than any other stress he could think of, not to mention the sudden burst of panic that tightened his chest. He needed to play it cool, but where Devon was concerned the coolness was getting harder and harder to fake.


  "So what do ya do?"


  Scott sighed, moving the steaming mug from his lips and letting his bottom rest back against the countertop. There it was—the question that always sent the temporary men in his life running for the hills. It had taken far longer than ever before to come up, more than likely because that sort of personal information hadn't been exchanged between him and Devon. It just added to the strangeness of their so-called relationship; was it even possible to feel such intimacy when so few personal details were revealed? Scott had no idea and he was more than a little terrified to find out. The wrong answer would surely break his heart no matter how hard he tried to believe it wouldn't.


  He forced himself to relax further against the counter and looked Devon right in his puppy dog eyes. "What do you think would be the most boring job in the world?"


  Devon didn't even hesitate with his answer, crooked smile giving way to a disgusted grimace. "Oh fuck. An accountant for sure. All those numbers to keep track of, gives me a headache just thinking about it. I swear my uncle went to an early grave because he was an—"


  Scott tried to stifle a chuckle... unsuccessfully.


  "...shit, you're an accountant, aren't you?"


  "Thankfully, I'm not in my grave yet though."


  The crooked grin returned—accompanied by two sweet dimples—sweeping a dusting of pure pleasure and happiness around Scott's heart. "I think you proved that this morning... and twice last night."


  Scott reddened, heat rising from his neck to his cheeks. Devon's wide, mischievous grin made Scott want to drag him back to the bedroom to prove just how alive he really was. The man was simply amazing when he smiled or frowned or, well, did anything at all. Goddammit, Scott had it bad.


  Devon popped another grape into his mouth while he settled his hip against the countertop, eyes never leaving Scott's. "So you got plans for today?"


  "Not in the slightest."


  "Cool."


  It was the same routine every Sunday and it usually comforted Scott, made his heart warm and his brain swirly. Perhaps it had been the mild panic attack or just the fact that Devon seemed so at home at Scott's place that made him take a chance and ask. He fought to keep the anxiety from peppering his voice while his nerves wiggled under his skin. "We could maybe go out for brunch, if you want?"


  Devon shrugged, running a hand down his bare chest to rest on his belly. "I kinda filled up on grapes."


  Scott sighed, letting his chin fall to his chest. There it was again, that nagging suspicious tingle that bounced around in his brain every time he asked Devon to go somewhere. He'd only broached the subject twice before, but never in such a direct way and maybe it was time to put all his cards on the table, despite the horrendous consequences that could arise.


  "Devon, are you... um... are you..."


  Devon cocked his head to the side, strong jaw paused in his grape fondling, one shining dimple appearing on the left side of his face. "Am I...? Hungry? Thirsty? Gay? Really a woman?"


  Scott gnawed on his bottom lip, one hand moving to his hip. "A woman? I never considered that. You've got such a great set of..."


  "Stalling," Devon said, stepping uncomfortably into Scott's personal space. He framed Scott's body between his arms, Scott's ass pressed hard into the countertop.


  "Out!" he finally managed. "Are you out?"


  Devon laughed, dipping his head so his forehead rested against Scott's. He didn't think it was that funny, but damn Devon could keep him caged in his arms all day if he really wanted to. "I'm out, believe me. But today I'd much rather stay in and do some number-crunching."


  Scott swallowed thickly. "Num... number-crunching?"


  "Yeah. Isn't that what accountants do? You know—count how many times I can make you come before lunchtime. How many times you can return the favor."


  The words were barely out of Devon's mouth before his lips crushed Scott's, determined tongue poking at the crease of Scott's lips until it was welcomed inside. Scott was afraid he might lose it right there in the kitchen, but unfortunately Devon pulled back before he was able to find out.


  "Oh, those numbers." Goddammit, the man was gonna kill him from looks and words alone. He sucked back a groan when Devon suddenly sank to the floor. His strong hands drifted down the sides of Scott's body, fluttering, caressing, scratching.


  "Or we could keep track of how many sucks it takes me to get you off. How many times I can stroke you until you scream for me to make you come. Or we could watch a movie."


  Scott could barely speak, but he was pretty sure his hearing was still functional. "Movie?"


  Devon grinned up at him. "I'm very versatile."


  Oh mother of God, yes he was.


  ****


  Devon showed up the following Thursday, only minutes after Scott had arrived home. A black backpack was slung over his shoulder, wicked smirk greeting Scott when he answered the door. Scott cocked an eyebrow and Devon leaned in for a quick kiss.


  "Told you I was bringing my laundry. Did you add me to your list?"


  He was too flustered for words so Devon just slid past him, his leather-clad body brushing against Scott. "Thought maybe we could go out tonight… music and drinks? If you're game."


  "Really?" Scott shut and locked the door behind him—habit, OCD, whatever. The whole situation was out of the norm for what Scott had come to expect from his time with Devon. First of all Devon had only shown up on a Thursday twice before—both times just before eleven. Second, Devon had never arrived before nine o'clock on any day of the week. And last, they'd never been together anywhere, but at Scott's house except the night they'd met.


  He watched as Devon placed his backpack on one of the hooks behind the door, arranging it carefully beside Scott's collection of duffle and grocery store bags, being sure it didn't protrude from the wall or crowd the other bags. Devon must have watched Scott rearrange those bags fifty times and it gave him a happy jolt to see Devon respect his practices despite how whacky they were.


  Devon hung up his leather jacket in the closet instead of draping it over a chair the way he'd done in the beginning. He'd started placing his boots beside Scott's shoes in the entryway, perfectly aligned, heels flat against the wall. In some ways it was like Scott had unconsciously trained Devon to his compulsive routine.


  "Damn, you look hot in your suit."


  Scott focused his mind back on Devon, feeling his whole face heat up with embarrassment. Devon had never seen him in his work clothes and that was exactly the way Scott preferred it. He didn't own designer suits, just off the rack specials that usually suited him just fine. He tried to excuse himself to change, but Devon snagged his hand and tugged him close.


  "Have I ever told you about my suit fantasy?" Devon said between nibbles and licks to Scott's lips. Scott managed to shake his head—barely. "Saw this movie once where the woman undressed the suited dude real slow, except his tie. There was also a desk involved."


  Scott wound his arms around Devon's waist, slipping his hands under his t-shirt again while Devon started loosening his tie. There was just something about the strength and curve of Devon's back that made Scott always want to be touching it. "The woman bent the dude over?"


  Devon's hands moved to Scott's ass, gripping and pulling them impossibly closer. His mouth moved from the delicious tongue bath he was giving Scott, eyes seeking and finding Scott's. "It was a very kinky movie. Maybe we could try the desk thing when we get back. You naked except for your tie, bent over the little desk in the kitchen while I plow you from behind. Or you could plow me."


  Scott thought he might faint and he definitely got that weak-kneed thing again. "The desk's kind of small." He held off mentioning the carefully organized piles he regularly straightened that would be completely obliterated.


  Gyrating his hips and grinding against Scott, Devon licked a stripe down his neck. "I'm sure we can figure it out."


  "Now or after we go out?" Scott was ready for now, later and repeat, but he supposed he should wait for Devon's answer before he starting ripping the clothes from his body. The hungry growling of Devon's stomach made the decision for the both of them.


  "Sorry," Devon said, chuckling under his breath as he rested his head against Scott's. "We could rustle something up from the fridge or get something at the club. Your choice, babe."


  Somehow Scott managed to stay upright, the shaking of his knees at the endearment threatening to send him reeling into Devon's arms like some old-fashioned damsel in distress. He'd never been called babe before, or any other form of nickname. At work he was Scott or Mr. Weston and his family had never gone the nickname route, not even Scottie (which Scott deplored anyhow). But babe… babe was special and loving and—oh-my-fucking-God—a name you called someone you were not only attracted to but considered more than just a quick fuck, at least in Scott's mind. It wasn't as though Scott knew absolutely anything about relationships or endearments or exclusivity, but oh-my-fucking-God Devon had called him babe.


  "Scott? You're doing that zoning out thing again. You okay?"


  Scott sucked in the biggest gulp of air he could manage, swallowing it down with the lump that had been lodged in his throat and threatening to choke him. "No, I mean yes, I'm um… probably just hungry too."


  "Club then?"


  "Yeah. Just let me change." He pressed his lips to Devon's one last time, letting Devon's taste and scent surround him, loosening up the rigors of the day, before heading to his bedroom. Devon snagged him again before he got too far.


  "Leave the suit on," Devon said, brown eyes so full of mischief, determination, and lust Scott thought he would happily drown. "Please?"


  Scott averted his eyes, forcing the want in Devon's chocolate pools from his mind. "Nobody wears a suit there, Dev. I'd feel like everyone was looking at me."


  "I'll be looking and loving what I see."


  Scott's heart thudded to a halt or at least that's certainly what it felt like. "But won't you be embarrassed to be seen with…"


  Devon swallowed Scott's last words, his lips firm but tender and undemanding against Scott's. It was a kiss to soothe or reassure, not turn on or amp up. When Devon pulled away his eyes were gentle, soft, full of concern. "I'd like to get my hands on the guy who made you so insecure."


  "There was no guy. I've never been with anyone long enough for them to hurt me." The sentiment was appreciated, but Devon was so far off base Scott wasn't sure he'd ever be able to understand the insecurity that haunted him. He couldn't really expect Devon to ever get it, and he certainly wouldn't want him to ever feel the same way. Scott's insecurity didn't revolve around anyone mistreating him or any one thing anyone had said. It was just how he was—it was just Scott.


  "Then why?"


  Scott untangled himself from Devon again, stepping away but not turning to leave the room. "Someone like you would never understand." He regretted the words the moment they left his mouth.


  "Someone like me?" Devon asked, posture quickly on the defensive; arms crossed over his chest, head cocked to the side, his legs shoulder-width apart in a sort of challenge position. "What exactly is someone like me like?"


  "I didn't mean it that way," Scott said. "We're just different, like two totally opposite ends of the spectrum when it comes to lifestyle and attitude and looks."


  "I never expected you'd be someone who judged people on looks alone."


  "I don't. But you have to admit our experiences in life are partly based on our appearances and how we handle ourselves."


  Devon shook his head. "People are too hung up on appearances. One person's beauty is another person's beast. People judge me because I have tattoos and ride a bike, which automatically means I'm dumber than a post and have no intellect at all. That's just wrong."


  "I agree. You're smarter than most people I know." Scott smiled gently, trying to ease the mood out of confrontation and back into comforting, but obviously Devon hadn't gotten the memo.


  "But you think because you have a sensible haircut, wear a suit, and work as an accountant that makes you unattractive?"


  "It's the geek status I've been accustomed to since I was in grade school."


  "But don't you see that's just another label that is neither necessary nor accurate." Devon scrubbed a hand over his head. "You're not a geek, Scott. You're an attractive, intelligent man who just needs someone to tell him that once in a while."


  Scott blushed to his toes, mouth opening to speak but no words coming out. That was probably the nicest thing anyone had ever said to him—ever. Then Devon was holding him again, their chests and thighs pressed tightly together. One of Devon's hands sunk into Scott's hair, gripping the back of his head as Scott returned the embrace with everything he had. Fuck being seen in public in a suit. He could handle it. It seemed he could handle anything and everything if Devon was at his side, though that was exactly what he'd been trying to avoid in both his head and his heart. He'd just have to try harder later because all he could picture at that moment was Devon with his nose tucked in the nape of Scott's neck.


  "Think we can call this our first fight?" Devon said against Scott's hair.


  Scott chuckled. It felt good to laugh after a tense conversation. "I dunno. Never had a relationship long enough to have one. You?"


  Devon lifted his head, brushing the unruly hair from Scott's forehead and stepping back to look at him. "It's been a long time for me, but fighting with him was never this quiet or contained."


  Though he was completely uncomfortable with the topic of the conversation, Scott asked the question in his head anyhow. "Did you… love him?"


  Devon's eyes got a far-away look, dullness replacing the bright and making Scott a little sad that he'd asked the question at all. "I thought I did. Probably did at the time, but it was more of a coming-of-age thing, you know? He was my first everything… older, controlling. His definition of love was totally different than mine and eventually I just knew it wasn't right."


  "How long?" Scott brushed his fingers down Devon's neck, resting his hand over the pounding of Devon's heart.


  Devon sighed, covering Scott's hand with his own. "Two years of thinking nothing I did was right or good enough, but being so in love it didn't matter. I ignored who I really was to please someone who didn't really want me."


  "I'm sorry. I can't imagine you being that way."


  "I chalk it up to youth. I learned my lesson and I wouldn't take it back for anything. Experience is what life's all about." He smiled that perfect Devon smile. "We okay?"


  Scott nodded and grabbed his keys from the table by the door. "Let's go eat. I'm starving."


  Devon tilted his head. "Thought you wanted to change?"


  "I figure you'll protect me if any bullies get to close."


  "I can guarantee that."


  ****


  The Little Shoppe of Jazz hadn't changed since Scott had met Devon there almost four months before. He hadn't expected it to be different, but it didn't seem as bright and shiny as it had last time. Of course it might only appear that way in his recollections since Devon seemed to make everything bright and shiny all the time.


  The Shoppe was a small, intimate club Scott had been going to for a few years—live music, reasonably-priced drinks, people minding their own business. It was comfortable and Scott had always associated his direct comfort with acceptance and non-judgment. He'd given up the gay bars and clubs years before when they just didn't seem to fit what he was looking for. The Shoppe had been his familiar haunt ever since. He'd never picked up any guys or even been approached at the club, at least not until Devon showed up.


  "Crowded tonight, huh?"


  Scott looked up from his wine glass and into stunning, soft brown eyes. He glanced from side to side, figuring the guy had to be talking to someone else. No one ever talked to him in The Shoppe—for that matter, no one ever talked to anyone in the club.


  Licking his lips, Scott curled his hand around the glass, hoping the gesture came off as both casual and friendly—but not too friendly or too casual. "Yeah," he said, clearing his throat after the word came out gruffer than he'd intended. He pointed to the musician readying his horn in the corner. "He always pulls a big crowd."


  "Any good?" the beauty asked, setting his beer down beside Scott's glass.


  "Yeah, he's um… yeah, he's good." Scott dipped his head again, tracing the lip of his glass with his index finger, giving him something to do with his hands. He wished the butterflies in his belly would go flutter somewhere else.


  "You mind if I share your table?"


  Scott whipped his head up so fast his vision dotted with black spots. He snuck a look around the room. It was busy but there were a few tables and chairs empty so why did this guy…


  "It's okay, man. I'll go somewhere else."


  "No!" Shit, that came out wrong. "I mean… you can sit here if you want."


  A dimpled smile met his eyes. "I want. Thanks."


  The next few minutes were spent in silence while the night's entertainment continued to set up. Scott's stomach was cluttered with the nasty little butterflies that refused to flutter the hell away and he couldn't quite figure out why he was so nervous. It was only two guys enjoying some music and sharing a table, there was nothing more to it. Just because the guy was hotter than holy hell and seemed to stare longingly into his eyes didn't mean Scott had to act like it was a date.


  "Name's Devon."


  Scott shook the extended hand, noticing the contrast between soft skin and callouses on Devon's hand. "Oh sorry. I'm Scott."


  Devon smiled, all plump sexy lips, straight white teeth, and oh yeah, dimples. "Come here often, Scott?"


  The pick-up line made Scott chuckle. "Yeah. You?"


  Devon shook his head, draining the rest of his beer and picking at the label. "First time. I like it. It's quiet and kind of mysterious."


  Scott snorted then covered his mouth with his hand. "Quiet, yes, but mysterious? Not so much."


  "You seem a little mysterious."


  "That is so far from the truth." Scott's face warmed from the neck up while he silently thanked the owners of The Shoppe for the very dim lighting.


  Devon's smile faded a little, eyes still twinkling with mischief as he touched Scott's hand. "Another round?"


  Scott shook his head. "You don't have to buy me a drink."


  Devon shrugged and smirked. "What if I want to?"


  They had another round then a couple more after that. Scott was grateful when the music started and he didn't have to try and keep his composure with Devon any longer. He couldn't help sneaking a few looks at his tablemate though. Damn he was fine and so not Scott's type. Well, not exactly not his type, but not the type Scott had ever considered he'd ever be able to call his type.


  He noticed Devon watching him a few times as well, but chalked it up to mere curiosity at Scott's out-of-date hairstyle or his non-descript shirt and pants. There was nothing boring about Devon. He wore a tight black t-shirt, black jeans and a black leather jacket that he'd draped over the back of his chair. Most men would look dull, too trendy, or like they were trying too hard when they dressed all in black, but Devon wore it like a cloak of mystery. Yet he'd said Scott was the mysterious one?


  The tattoos decorating both Devon's arms were enough to take dull entirely out of the equation, and if Scott had more time and been less wary of being caught, he would have stared at them all night. He'd never been with a tattooed man, never even had one as a friend, and the whole designing your body with permanent ink thing was cool, but foreign to him.


  Devon's face was five o'clock shadow to the tenth degree, not exactly a beard but not trimmed neat and tidy like most of the men in the club. Something told Scott that Devon didn't often conform to what others thought or said. It was refreshing.


  "You have incredible eyes." The remark came just after the musician had taken a fifteen-minute break, Devon's eyes wrinkling at the corners when he said it. Scott was more than a little shell-shocked.


  "I'm sorry." Devon squinted at Scott. "Maybe I got the wrong impression of you?"


  "Impression?"


  "I thought you might be interested in me."


  Scott nearly had a coronary. People… men did not just come out and say things like that to him. Fuck, did they actually say that to anyone? He was vaguely aware he was sitting there with his mouth hanging open and quickly brought his glass to his lips, taking a large gulp and proceeding to ungracefully choke on his wine.


  Devon reached over and patted him on the back, the palm of his hand burning a hole through Scott's shirt right to the skin. "Goddamn. I've never had that reaction before," he joked. "You okay?"


  Scott gave one last cough, nodding his head as he sorted his thoughts. "Yeah. Sorry. I'm obviously not the most elegant date."


  "Date?"


  "Oh fuck. I didn't mean…"


  "Does that mean you're interested?"


  Scott reached into the depths of his dusty bravery, finally looking up into Devon's eyes. "Of course. Who wouldn't be?"


  Devon laughed and it was almost musical. Scott relaxed back into his chair, the burning in his throat disappearing and a half-smile curling his lips. "We can go to um… my place if you want."


  "I want," Devon repeated. "But I don't mind sticking around for a bit. No rush, right? Or are you the quick and easy type?"


  Quick and easy was certainly one way to describe their first night together. They'd both already been half hard when they left the club. Devon said he couldn't ride his motorcycle in his present condition so Scott had driven them both back to his place with Devon's hand strategically placed on Scott's thigh the whole way.


  "Nice place. Where's the bedroom?"


  Scott liked Devon's attitude, liked everything about him, and as hard as falling into bed with a beautiful stranger was, he made the sacrifice whole-heartedly. Devon slipped out of his jacket, letting it fall to the floor at his feet.


  "Do you kiss?"


  Scott was surprised at Devon's question but the sincerity in his eyes told him it was valid. "Do I? Why?"


  Devon shrugged, stepping closer to Scott, his hand slipping behind Scott's neck. "Been with guys who don't, but personally I like to kiss."


  Oh fuck, yes.


  Scott moved in first, rising up on his toes and capturing Devon's lips. It was bold and determined and so not how Scott usually was, but it felt better than anything he'd felt before. Devon pulled him hard against his chest, hands moving to cup Scott's ass while he ground their hips together.


  They licked and sucked at each other's mouths, testing the waters slowly before Devon poked then slid his tongue between Scott's lips. Scott drew it in, sucking on the tip then twining and twisting it with his own. Kissing a man who wasn't trying too hard was a treat; no slobbery salivating, no tongue reaching for Scott's tonsils, and no unnecessary grinding of lips and teeth. Devon kissed with his whole body—there was nothing better than that.


  "You're a great kisser," Scott groaned when he pulled away, breathless as his heart thumped against his ribcage and his dick throbbed in his pants.


  "You talk too much," Devon said, slipping his fingers under the hem of Scott's shirt. "And you have way too many clothes on." The shirt was easily removed, the buttons ignored as Devon yanked it over Scott's head.


  "I'm not the one who's always talking," Scott replied, returning the favor when he removed Devon's tight t-shirt the same way. He gulped back a gasp of surprise when two beautiful silver rings were revealed on Devon's chest. "Maybe you need something to keep your mouth busy."


  Scott was surprised again by his boldness, but it had grand results when he was shoved backward and his ass hit the bed. Devon was automagically on top of him, kissing, licking, groping, shoving his hand down Scott's pants. Warm fingers wrapped around Scott's cock, the lack of space not hindering Devon's stroking and touching.


  "Take them off," Scott said, sucking in his belly as Devon went to work on his button and zipper. His pants were roughly shoved down his hips and over his thighs, tangling at his ankles and just left that way. He didn't mind, especially after Devon's hot mouth fully engulfed his dick and his balls tightened to his body.


  "Holy hell… wanna touch you, too." He was slightly embarrassed he was already leaking down Devon's throat from a few well-maneuvered sucks and gropes, but damn he hadn't had sex or even a blowjob in a really long time.


  "Jesus, Devon," he gasped when Devon took him deeper, the tip of his cock bumping up against the back of Devon's throat. In his before life—his before Devon life—he may have wondered how Devon had become such an expert cock sucker, but right then nothing mattered but feeling those soft lips stretched around his girth.


  He moaned deep in his throat when Devon's fingers found his balls and the sensitive patch behind them, lightly rubbing and scratching, threatening to send Scott over the edge.


  "Dammit, let me suck you, too." He was aggravated that he couldn't touch and taste. He fisted his fingers in Devon's hair when Devon's hand slid up and over his quivering body, Scott's belly going guitar-string taut then all fluttery and warm when fingers circled his belly button and then moved up to his chest.


  Scott tugged harder in Devon's hair until he was finally released with an echoing "pop".


  "After you come," Devon said, moving back up Scott's body to capture his lips in a slobbery, but perfect kiss. "You taste delicious. If I wasn't trying to make a good first impression, I'd probably go off in my pants right now."


  "Oh hell, don't say stuff like that," Scott said, face flushed from more than just having his dick sucked and stroked. Devon had a definite way of making him blush, and he was immensely glad for the dimness of the room he hoped hid the redness high in his cheeks, though it didn't do a damn thing to lessen the sexy sparkle in Devon's eyes.


  "How you wanna do this?" Devon said, smothering Scott's mouth in another kiss that ended in sweet little nips and sucks to Scott's bottom lip. He pulled Scott to his side, slipping one of his legs between Scott's thighs while his knee moved gently back and forth over Scott's dick.


  "The usual way?" Scott offered, too caught up in the sensations running through his body and brain. He wasn't sure if Devon had been serious about coming in his jeans, but dammit if Scott wasn't literally afraid he might go off just from kissing Devon, never mind having Devon's knee rub over his cock.


  "You want me to…"


  "Oh, God yes. Are you always this annoyingly polite? Lube and condoms - top drawer. And get those goddamn pants off before I revisit my teenage premature ejaculation."


  Bold and witty; who knew Scott could be both at the same time and in such a desperate situation. He kicked his legs, trying to free them of the pants that still held his ankles hostage. Devon finally helped him out, tugging so hard Scott nearly slid off the bed, the both of them bursting out laughing at the ridiculousness of the situation. The snick of the lube tube broke the spell and Scott rose up to his rest on his elbows, spreading his legs wide and watching Devon wiggle out of his jeans at the same time he ripped open the condom wrapper with his teeth.


  Devon slipped the latex over his rock-hard dick and Scott moaned a little in despair that he hadn't been able to feel Devon's length in his hand, his mouth. His dramatic moment was short-lived when Devon crawled between his legs and kissed him, deep and hungry, the two of them breathless before too long. He flinched when a cool, sticky finger brushed over his hole then broke the kiss momentarily to stare into Devon's eyes.


  "Slow?" Devon said, shifting his body so he rested more on the bed and less on Scott. "When's the last time you—"


  Scott narrowed his eyes, hips rising off the bed in an effort to encourage Devon to hurry the hell up. "Did I mention you talk too much? It's been a while, but if you don't do it soon, you won't be doing it at all."


  Devon's laugh was like magic dust being tossed into the room, making everything dazzling and shiny. He assaulted Scott's lips again just before Scott felt the first breaching of his body: slow, but firm, Devon's finger pressing in and circling the outside a few times before twisting back inside.


  An involuntary moan escaped Scott's throat, partly pain, partly pleasure, but all hurry-the-fuck-up. He lifted his hips again, bearing down on the finger and forcing it further inside his passage. It had been a long time since he'd bottomed, but hell if he was going to let that stop him from climaxing with Devon firmly implanted in his ass.


  Devon sucked Scott's bottom lip between his teeth, one finger becoming two as he followed Scott's forceful instructions. He fucked both fingers in and out, faster and harder with each twist and stab, the added curl at the end spiking little promises of impending orgasm straight to Scott's cock.


  "Enough," Scott demanded against Devon's lips. He could barely form a thought in his head let alone complete a full sentence. "Cock, not fingers." Devon complied with a grunt, replacing his fingers with the head of his dick, slowly breaching Scott's ass. Scott moaned. "Move, Devon."


  Devon pushed in a little further, Scott's body seizing momentarily, the muscles in his ass clenching and unclenching. He fought the pain for a moment before that sweet feeling of his muscles releasing washed over him and his body finally welcomed the intrusion. Devon paused, eyes meeting Scott's in a silent question. Scott answered by bucking his hips upward, the motion impaling Devon's cock further into his ass, the pleasure/pain rocking his entire body.


  After a few shallow thrusts, Devon wrapped his hand around Scott's calf, stretching his leg up and to the side. He let his dick slip out then impaled himself fully, pounding in and out of Scott with no holds barred. Scott's dick pulsed against his belly, leaking profusely while his fingers curled and clenched in the blanket beneath him. He gasped out small breaths, his whole body shifting and jolting at the force of Devon's thrusts. It was harsh and unforgiving and took only minutes for Scott's hips to surge up, deepening the thrusts to his sweet spot. He shot all over himself in a rush of orgasmic happiness. He'd never climaxed before without being touched, and it was an amazing feeling.


  He continued to roll and grind his hips upward, feeling Devon's thighs stiffen against him before a burst of warmth filled the condom. He wrapped a hand around Devon's thigh, fingertips digging into the flesh, silently encouraging Devon to keep moving as long as he wanted, to fuck him through the aftershocks Scott could feel vibrating through Devon's body. Several more hard thrusts and Devon's cock slipped out, his body collapsing on the bed beside Scott.


  


  Scott lay still on his back, his come sticky and drying on his belly. He didn't know whether he should give Devon some post-coital space or cuddle into him like he really wanted to. His worry abated when Devon's head landed on his chest with a thud; he was still gasping for breath yet was soft, pliant, and boneless against Scott.


  "Awesome," Devon said while Scott breathed in his scent; sweat, musk, a little beer, and some motor oil mixed with pure sex. "Another round or you want me to leave?"


  Not knowing exactly what to say to such a preposterous question nor having had anyone ask to stay before, Scott stepped out of his self-contained comfort zone and wrapped his arms around Devon's back. He held him close, even kissed the top of his messy hair when Devon didn't move away. "Give me a minute and we can go again."


  "A minute, huh? That's pretty quick. I think I need a few more than that, and I really have to get rid of this condom." Devon laughed against Scott's chest, against Scott's heart, and said heart skipped a beat.


  He loosened his hold on Devon, shifting slightly and reaching down to carefully pluck the spent condom from Devon's dick. He tossed it to the floor, something he knew he would totally regret in the morning when he realized how disgusting that was in the light of day. He proceeded to lick the sticky fluid from his fingers, drawing a groan and sexy kiss from Devon.


  "Need anything while we recuperate?" he asked, knowing he needed absolutely nothing but to lie there and feel Devon pressed against him. He had a propensity to get attached quickly in certain situations and he knew this could be one of those.


  Devon never answered, his soft breathy snores settling warmly on Scott's chest. Scott breathed a sigh of relief then closed his eyes. He never imagined his hot one night stand would show up unexpectedly the following weekend and keep coming back…


  ****


  They didn't sit at the table where they'd met; that would have been just a little too weird and juvenile. He didn't need to reveal all the sappiness that he tried so hard to keep hidden away. They took a table on the other side of the room, about the same distance from the small stage in the corner, far enough away to still be able to chat a little if need be.


  Scott smiled a little to himself when Devon rested his hand on his lower back when they were winding their way through the crowd. He knew Devon was only guiding him to the table, but it still gave him a bit of a thrill. They took their seats, draped their coats over their chairs and folded their hands on the table in front of them. It was an awkward moment in a situation that shouldn't have been awkward at all. When Devon reached over and snugged a finger under the knot in Scott's tie, pulling it open until it hung loosely around his neck, it didn't so much take away from the awkward as add a touch of excitement too.


  "Are you trying to freak me out?" Scott said. He let his eyes drift past Devon's grin to the tables behind and to the side.


  Devon shook his head, dimples taking up all of Scott's oxygen. "Not at all. Guess you don't want me to undo your top buttons then?"


  "No!" Scott felt that damn flush rise in his cheeks again. "I can do it myself." He laughed, making a mental decision to try and loosen up more than his tie. Being out with Devon was what he'd wanted, so why ruin the experience with his insecurities? He'd never had a man do anything quite so intimate to him in public before, and with his track record, untying his tie was considered intimate.


  "The waitress looks pretty busy. I'll go up and get our drinks. That okay?"


  "Grab a couple of menus too. I'm starving."


  Devon replied with another smile, brushing the top of Scott's hand as he pushed his chair back and stood up. Scott wasn't sure what kind of drink he'd end up with but he didn't care. He was pleasantly surprised when Devon brought back the exact varietal he'd been drinking on the night they met.


  "You have a good memory," Scott said after Devon had settled back into his chair.


  "I'm not just another pretty face." Devon took a sip of his beer and curled his fingers around the bottle. "I think we already established things aren't always how they appear."


  "Never thought you were."


  "What? Pretty?"


  Scott chuckled, leaning to the side and bumping his shoulder against Devon's shoulder. "No, you're definitely pretty."


  "Why thank you." Devon did a little bow in his seat. "Does that mean I'm going to get lucky tonight?"


  "I'm already lucky." Oh crap. Scott hadn't meant to say it out loud, but now it was on the damn table and he hoped Devon would take the high road and ignore it.


  "Me too."


  Lucky for Scott or maybe for both of them, the music started at that moment. The lights dimmed further and Scott's nerves settled down and let him just listen, just enjoy. The performer was a Latin-based jazz musician whose catchy rhythms kept the crowd pin-dropping quiet with admiration. Scott loved jazz music and Devon seemed to enjoy it too, though if Scott had to put a label on what he thought Devon's kind of music was, jazz wouldn't have been his first guess.


  Halfway through the first set, Scott felt Devon's hand slide over his thigh like a swoosh of warmth headed straight for his cock and rest near his knee. He fought the urge to push it away, not afraid of someone seeing the show of affection, but fearful of the rush of joy that struck him dead in the center of his heart. He snuck a glance at Devon, who appeared to be totally engaged in the music. Scott let his eyes travel over the disheveled hair, the strong, five o'clock shadowed jaw, the sexy lips, the kind eyes. He felt happy and he was sure nothing could take that rush away from him.


  When the first set ended, Devon slid his hand away and Scott sat up straight in his chair, stretching his arms in front of him only to have his hand grabbed and held by Devon.


  "The guy's really good," Devon said.


  "Yeah, I think he's been here before," Scott replied, letting his hand drop to the table, still enclosed by Devon's. "I don't usually do this you know."


  "Listen to music?"


  "You're such a smart-ass."


  "You can push me away anytime."


  Scott snorted. "How stupid would that make me?" Devon did that endearing confused-head-tilting thing again. "Oh come on. Look at you and look at me. I'd have to be stark-raving mad to let you go."


  Devon didn't look pleased with Scott's answer and he proved it by pulling his hand away. "Why does it always have to come back to that, Scott? You give yourself no credit and what, I'm just supposed to sit here and stroke my own ego for letting you be with me? That's not how I see our relationship at all."


  To say Scott was taken aback by the rough tone of Devon's voice was an understatement. He hadn't meant to upset Devon on their first night out together. Fuck, he never wanted to upset Devon at all; all Devon did was make Scott's life better.


  "I'm sorry," he said, leaning closer to Devon, who had sat back in his chair. "I don't know any other way to act, Dev. I've never been the guy who attracted anyone other than someone exactly like myself."


  "That has nothing to do with this."


  "You make me nervous, which in all fairness I do pretty well all on my own, but still… it's just weird that you and I are…" Scott sighed. "Whatever the hell we are."


  Devon leaned in so he was almost nose-to-nose with Scott. "I like you, Scott. Aren't I making it clear about how I feel? Just tell me exactly what might make you comfortable with me."


  Scott sighed again, dipping his head, his forehead brushing against Devon's. "I am comfortable, but telling myself this will last is not something I can do."


  "Protecting yourself?"


  Scott lifted his head to peer into Devon's eyes. "I guess so. I have a really good time with you. No, that's a lie. I have a great time with you and you're what I look forward to at the end of the week, or if I'm lucky, half-way through." He smiled, hoping the gesture would be contagious to Devon. He didn't want the night to end on a sour note, especially after he'd waited so long for the two of them to step outside the walls of his house.


  "So maybe I look forward to seeing you too? Would you believe me if I said that?"


  Scott shrugged, a half-smile curling one side of his mouth. "I guess I could try."


  "Alright then, yeah. I look forward to seeing you too. Why else would I show up when I could obviously have any man anywhere?"


  "That was a joke, right?"


  "God, I hope so since I feel kind of dirty now."


  They laughed out loud at the same time, Scott's anxiety squeaking out with one of his chuckles. He hoped it stayed away this time. He was about to ask Devon if he wanted another drink when they were interrupted.


  "Devastation? What the fuck, man? What are you doing in a place like this?"


  The man behind the voice threw himself between Scott and Devon, slapping Devon on the back and replacing their laughter with his own. "I can't fucking believe it's you. I'm such a huge fan. Are you guys play—"


  "I think you have me confused with someone else," Devon said, cutting the man off, his eyes narrowed. He turned back to Scott. "Do you mind if we cut out early? I'm suddenly not feeling so hot."


  "Yo', man, can I get an autograph?"


  Devon shoved back his chair, grabbing the man by his arm and yanking him close. "I said you must be mistaken. Now back the fuck off."


  Scott watched the interaction with amazement. Devon's jaw was clenched, the little muscles on the sides twitching with the strain. He let the man go, skewering him with a look Scott didn't understand, but whatever it was, it did the job. The man stepped back and turned away.


  "Dev? What's going on?"


  Devon shook his head, grabbing his jacket from the back of the chair and hastily putting it on. "Nothing. Guy thought I was someone else. Didn't like how he got in my face. You ready?"


  The ride back to Scott's place was quiet, the air thick with tension. Devon stared out the passenger window, his hands folded in his lap. He flinched when Scott reached over and stroked his thigh, but then relaxed and covered Scott's hand with his own.


  "You okay?" Scott said, when they stopped at a red light. "Did I…"


  "I'm fine. Didn't mean to spoil the evening." Devon shot Scott a half-smile, and then went back to staring out into the darkness.


  "That guy…"


  "He reminded me of a guy I used to know."


  "Not a good memory."


  "Nope. Light's green."


  When they arrived back at Scott's, Devon mumbled something about a shower before heading off in that direction. He'd given Scott no indication he wanted company so Scott hung up both their coats, checked his answering machine, and then went to his room. Devon sat on the bed, body leaned forward, head resting in his hands. He hadn't taken his clothes off or even started the water in the shower, and Scott was baffled as to what was going on.


  "Dev?"


  "Hey," Devon said as if he hadn't heard Scott come in. He lifted his head, but no smile appeared on his downcast face. "You wanna shower?"


  Scott moved farther into the room. "No. You go ahead. I'll shower in the morning."


  "I don't really feel like it either."


  "Would you rather go home tonight?"


  Devon cocked his head, the usual sparkle in his eyes replaced by clouds. "You want me to?"


  "No," Scott said quickly. "But you said you weren't feeling well."


  "I think I just need some sleep," Devon said, hauling himself to his feet. His actions were more old-manish than Devonish, and Scott wondered if something was really wrong with him. "I know I promised… you know, the desk?"


  Scott smirked, moving closer until he was inches from Devon. "The desk's not going anywhere. I have to get up early for a meeting in any case, but I'd like you to stay."


  Devon closed the gap, wrapping Scott tightly in his arms in a desperate hug. He returned the embrace, kissing the side of Devon's head and nuzzling his neck. "Let's go to bed, Dev. You need to rest up if you're gonna tackle the desk." That drew a small snicker from Devon, his tense body relaxing a little against Scott.


  Scott kissed him again before untangling them and taking a small step back. Devon's eyes were half-closed, his face drawn and expressionless. "Get your clothes off, mister. You know the bare sleeping rule."


  Devon managed a tiny curl of his lips, and then yanked his t-shirt over his head. He stepped back to Scott, his fingers slipping under the knot of Scott's tie, gently undoing it and tugging on the ends of the tie. "You'll have to wear this again when I have the strength to do something interesting with it." He tugged the tie again, dragging Scott closer and kissing him tenderly.


  "Interesting?" Scott said. He leaned up for another kiss, lapping and licking over Devon's lips before he pulled away. "Hmm, can't wait."


  They finished undressing, each taking a turn in the bathroom to wash up, and then crawled under the covers. Devon rolled onto his side, shifting until his back was pressed against Scott's chest. Scott slid his arms around him, kissing the back of his neck and snuggling his nose in his nape. Devon twined their fingers together, sighed, and fell quiet.


  Scott had questions about the evening, but sometimes things had to play out on their own. It seemed like this was one of those times. Devon was struggling with something, but Scott didn't want to press him until he was ready or asked for help. He snuggled in tighter to Devon, right leg slipping between Devon's so they were as close as humanly possible. Closing his eyes, Scott willed sleep to take him.


  Early morning brought more kissing and reciprocal hand-jobs before a kissy-feely shower session. Then Scott was off to work, leaving a towel-wrapped Devon to lock up and leave whenever he was ready. It was domestic to the point of Scott feeling a little dose of panic tighten his chest, but he managed to shrug it off, the image of a half-naked Devon helping him get through the day.


  ****


  Saturday nights became like clockwork, with Devon showing up just before midnight, tired from a long week but not too tired to spend time with Scott. They talked a little but generally that was their night to fuck themselves into exhaustion, and then curl up together in Scott's bed. It was a routine Scott hadn't sought out—hadn't been his idea in the first place—but it made their relationship seem more real. Devon showed up on other nights as well, but Saturday nights and Sundays had been designated as Devon time, at least in Scott's head.


  Sunday mornings were pretty routine, as well. No, routine wasn't the right word—it implied their day was boring and mundane—and that was exactly what it wasn't. The day generally started the same way, with Scott doing his stalker act and then making coffee (and one horrible-smelling tea or another). It was comfortable and comforting, and Scott felt a familiarity and intimacy between him and Devon that he'd never felt with anyone else. They never talked about what had happened their evening out or what was happening between them, and Scott wasn't even sure if anything was happening at all for Devon. Maybe he just needed a place to crash on Saturday nights and somewhere to chill out on Sundays, but for Scott it was so much more than that—so much more.


  They took turns making breakfast, nothing scheduled or set in stone, but it had definitely become a Sunday morning ritual. Scott's breakfast usually consisted of scrambled eggs and toast while Devon was more creative with fluffy cheese, veggie or spicier-than-fuck omelets. He always added some sort of fruit to the plate along with grits and sausage or bacon. Those added items were things he'd begun to bring with him, along with oranges for the fresh-squeezed juice he liked so much.


  Scott had mulled over the idea of having Devon just add to his shopping list every week but the notion was shot down in his brain before it saw the light of day. It was far too domestic and bold for Scott to even be thinking that way, and Devon did not seem like a domesticated guy in any sense of the word.


  Late mornings and afternoons were spent on the sun porch or the couch, the two of them snuggled together reading or doing a Sudoku or Kakuro puzzle—Scott was not a fan of crosswords, but numbers he could relate to. They talked, but never about anything too personal, though Devon did ask more questions about Scott than he answered about himself. He was a master at changing the subject or distracting Scott away from whatever he'd asked, not a hard task when all he really had to do was throw a dimple Scott's way, and Scott wasn't inclined to rock the boat anyhow.


  There was quiet kissing and fondling, but the heat level on Sundays was like the day itself; lazy, relaxed, contented—unless there was a Saints game on of course. One Sunday found Scott and Devon cuddling on the comfy settee on the sun porch. Devon had his eyes closed and head tilted back, his rugged face sucking up all the light and warmth in the room while Scott leisurely mapped out and traced the magnificent designs and colors on Devon's left arm.


  "This face on your arm, an ex-girlfriend maybe?"


  Devon chuckled, eyes staying closed, arm twitching a little where Scott was touching. "Not even close and for the record, never had one of those."


  Scott leaned over and licked at the spot he'd been tracing. Another amazing thing about Devon; he was ticklish as all hell. Scott had no idea how he'd managed to get so many tattoos, except of course that would have been more pain than tickling.


  "You didn't even let one girl get into your pants? I find that hard to believe."


  Devon's head moved from side to side against the back of the settee. "I was a very good boy when I was young. Always knew I was gay, too."


  "Poor deprived girls." Scott traced over the woman's face again. "Kind of looks like 80's Madonna."


  Devon laughed, his voice filling the quiet day with nothing but happy.


  "Okay, another swing and a miss. I was going to say she looks like the Virgin Mary but you don't seem the type."


  "Bingo."


  Scott reached out, cradling one side of Devon's face, turning it toward him until those chocolate brown eyes opened. "Bingo you're not the type or..."


  "It's the Virgin Mary," Devon said, his sweet smile aimed directly at Scott's heart.


  "Was it a dare or something?"


  Devon kept on grinning but something changed in his eyes, a far-off look settling there. "My mom was very religious. It's sort of a tribute to her."


  Devon closed his eyes again while Scott ghosted his fingers over the plains of his face, mapping the strong cheekbones, the soft cheeks with just the hint of dimples, the stubbly, masculine jawline. "Seems like a strange thing to ask of a son."


  "I did it after she died."


  Letting his fingers fall from Devon's face, Scott shifted his body away. "Oh crap. I'm sorry."


  Devon shrugged off the apology. "How could you have known?"


  "What did she... how did she—"


  "Cancer."


  "I'm so sorry, sweetheart. How long's it been?" Scott hadn't meant for the endearment to slip out, but it felt so natural in the situation. Luckily, Devon didn't seem to notice.


  "About eight months ago." Scott felt Devon's fingers slip into his. "She would have liked you."


  Scott ignored the comment, not relishing the thought his blandness would be high on any parents' list of positive attributes for a partner for their adorable son. "She supported your lifestyle despite her religion?"


  Devon cracked open one eye, the hint of a smile gracing his lips. "Oh yeah. She was my biggest fan. I could tell her anything and I did. Not sure she would have liked you thinking the Virgin Mary was Madonna though."


  "Fuck me. I don't think I could come off as more of a weenie." He tried to untangle his fingers from Devon's, but was tugged and dragged until he ended up sprawled backwards over Devon's lap.


  "I don't date weenies so I think you're okay." Devon smirked and leaned over to kiss Scott. It was sweet, tender, but as had been the case lately, such teasing from Devon only brought out questions and concerns for Scott.


  "Is that what we're doing, Devon?"


  Devon's fingers rubbed over the tight muscles at Scott's nape. "Can you be more specific?"


  Scott cringed. "You said you don't date weenies. Are we dating then?"


  "Well, we've been getting together for a few months now. Not every day but a lot—"


  "Thirty-one times." Oh, holy hell. Why did he have to say that?


  "Huh? Is that how many days we were together or how many times we had sex?"


  Devon's sexy smirk might have been contagious had Scott not been positively mortified. He tried to move but Devon's strong arms held him hostage. "I can't believe I said that. Here I am trying to have a serious conversation and I end up sounding like Rainman."


  "I liked Rainman if that makes a difference."


  "It doesn't and I'm sorry. I honestly didn't sit down and mark off on my calendar how many times we were together."


  "It's okay as long as you used little red hearts to do it." Damn Devon and his cute.


  "I'm serious, Devon. All my life my big brain has gotten me ridiculed or made fun of and now, when I want exactly the opposite, I just act like a… a—"


  "Weenie?" Devon snorted.


  "Thanks."


  "I don't think it's a big deal. I like your big brain and all the other big things you've got… a lot." Devon waggled his thick eyebrows and if Scott had been standing, his knees would have weakened yet again. All his swooning and knee-weakening was beginning to make him feel like his favorite heroine, Scarlet O'Hara. Instead, he needed to channel Cher and snap the fuck out of it.


  "Really? But we're so different." It was hard to believe Devon was being serious, and like a child anticipating Christmas, Scott didn't want to get his hopes up.


  Devon shrugged. "Wouldn't want to date myself, would I? Differences are what make people unique. I'm sure there's a lot of things you think are really strange about me."


  Scott narrowed his eyes at Devon. "Stranger than making the same list week after week and knowing exactly how many times you've made love with your boyfriend. I mean, had sex—"


  "Way weirder and I like the boyfriend thing, too."


  "Great. It only makes it sound like we're in fourth grade not second."


  "See," Devon said, rubbing his knuckles over the top of Scott's head—a sixth grade noogie perhaps? "That there, what you just did. That sarcastic humor thing. I dig that. It's uniquely you. I'm not so into the beating yourself up but we can work on that."


  "Name one thing."


  "Huh?" Devon narrowed his eyes.


  "That makes you weird."


  "Sexual or non?"


  "Devon."


  Devon forced out a long sigh. "I still have my dead cat's collar in my sock drawer at home."


  "That's not weird." That was freaking adorable.


  "She died when I was ten, Scott."


  Scott finally managed to pull himself up, sitting cross-legged as he faced Devon. "Aww. That's so sweet."


  "And a little weird."


  "Yeah, maybe, but definitely more sweet than weird. What was her name?"


  Devon's words were more muttered than spoken. "Smoky… Grey-Grey." Was that a tinge of red in Devon's cocky cheeks?


  "What?"


  Devon blew out a breath before averting his gaze. "I called her Smoky Grey-Grey."


  Scott wanted to dance with delight. "God, if my grandmother were here she'd just wanna pinch your cheeks so hard."


  "Which ones?"


  "You're impossible." Scott was amazed at Devon's propensity to turn a simple statement involving a wrinkly old woman into a sexual innuendo—amazed.


  "That mean you don't want me to go down on you?"


  "Christ, no." He was sure Devon was trying to stop his heart but how could he not play along? "On your knees and pay your penance for impossibility."


  "Yes, Father."


  "Oh no. Don't go there... but that spot... oh Hallelujah! Yes, that one's a keeper."


  ****


  The beginning of the end came ironically on one of those lazy Sundays they both loved so much. It was after their fourth month together. They'd had a particularly late Saturday night, but unfortunately not for any kinky or untoward reasons. Scott had waited patiently for Devon to show up; midnight turned to one o'clock then eventually turned to two. He hadn't even known if Devon was coming over, but Devon hadn't missed a Saturday in three weeks, so Scott had unwittingly developed a pattern of waiting up for him.


  Devon had finally arrived a little after two and he'd been drunk as a skunk at a bring-your-own-stink party. The poor man had apologized up one side of Scott and down the other, promising to make amends for the injustice he'd done. Scott thought he was cuter than hell but let him grovel a little before tugging the clothes from his body and shoving him in the shower.


  He hadn't even tried to cop a feel when Devon's guilty, goofy grins turned to half-closed eyes and an almost boneless wet body. Scott had managed to wrangle Devon from the bathroom, tucking him still-damp under the clean sheets and promising to come right back after he turned off the lights in the living room. Devon had tried hard to look sexy as his head continued to loll and a little drool slipped from the corner of his forced smile.


  When Scott came back Devon was already out like a light, but managed to maul Scott into a suitable sleeping position when Scott crawled in beside him. Scott had gone to sleep feeling satisfied, complete with the terrifying knowledge that he was completely in love with Devon.


  He was awoken only a few hours later by a strong hand wrapped around his cock and Devon's beer-laden breath brushing over his lips. Scott pushed him away, checking to see if Devon was indeed awake before shoving him to his back and straddling his body. He was horny as hell, and going by the hardness pressing against his cock, Devon was ready, willing, and able.


  Devon grabbed for his dick again, but Scott batted his hand way, circling his fingers around Devon's wrist and hoisting Devon's right arm above his head. He kneed Devon's legs apart, and then situated himself between them, pressing down on top of Devon, their groins flush and bodies already squirming with desire. Devon groaned and lifted his head to capture Scott's mouth and Scott obliged with a hard crush of his lips, sending Devon's head back into the pillow.


  The kiss was raw and needy, with no kindness or respect involved, just lusty passion that Scott feared would eat away at him if he didn't meld himself with Devon. Devon's left hand tried to wiggle between their bodies, but Scott was having none of it. He shoved it up and over Devon's head, securing it alongside Devon's right hand, and then peered down into Devon's face.


  "Wanna fuck you, Dev," he said, sucking Devon's bottom lip between his teeth. He nipped at it, tasting the tell-tale metallic flavor of blood before swiping the wetness away with his tongue. Devon groaned but remained silent. "But I'm not going to."


  Letting out another deep groan, Devon struggled to free his hands, still held firmly against the mattress. "Fuck me," he hissed.


  His body surged up when Scott gyrated his hips, rubbing and grinding their dicks together while his mouth slammed down on Devon's again. The friction was hot to the point of being painful so Scott let up a little, moving his hips and groin slower over Devon's body.


  "Goddamn," Devon hissed. "Feels so good. Let me go, Scott."


  Scott stopped his movement, his cock protesting by leaking a thin string of pre-come onto Devon's dick. "No touching," he said. He fisted a chunk of Devon's hair before tilting back his head and pressing down on his dick again. "Promise."


  Devon nodded, eyes dark with lust. Scott released Devon's hands, pleased when they moved immediately to his back and not between their bodies. He wanted control and he was going to have it.


  "Are you gonna fuck me?"


  "No. I like this just fine." He rolled his hips, Devon's hands gripping the cheeks of his ass and pressing their bodies impossibly closer together. "Complaints?"


  Devon answered with a growl and a kiss, biting at Scott's lips while they rutted together, bodies moving as one, dicks gliding and slipping over each other with an exchange of pre-come. Devon shifted his legs further apart, lifting and wrapping them around Scott's waist as their movements became less rhythmic, more stuttered, panicked, desperate.


  The kiss ended, but their mouths stayed together, barely touching, heavy breaths of lust and need mingling together in hot bursts of air. Devon's fingers dug painfully into Scott's ass and he tilted his head back before his body ceased moving and a rush of fluid splashed against Scott's belly. His redoubled his efforts, flattening his body between Devon's thighs before moving his head to the crook of Devon's neck and shoulder. He nipped at the sweaty flesh, enjoying the feel of Devon's legs wrapped around him. He slid his body again and again against Devon's until his cock finally pulsed and released.


  Devon held him tight through the aftershocks, one hand moving to slide up and down over Scott's back. Scott struggled for breath, his hips still rutting on top of Devon until there was no more energy to be found. He let his body go limp, winding one hand behind Devon's neck, fingers twisting in the damp strands of his hair. Devon's legs dropped from around his waist. He pressed a soft kiss to Scott's face, mumbled something that sounded like "gotta get clean" or "gotta come clean" then relaxed back into sleep.


  Scott wasn't sure if Devon wanted him to clean them both up or if he'd said something else entirely, and he was too damn tired and spent to care. He shifted his body a little to the side, feeling the sticky drag of come gluing their skin together as he pulled the blanket over them both before repositioning himself with his head on Devon's chest. When Devon's arms automatically wrapped around Scott's back, he kissed the spot where Devon's heart pounded inside his chest and let the insistent waves of exhaustion carry him off.


  ****


  Scott was contentedly doing his stalker routine, sitting on the edge of the bed while Devon snuffled and snorted himself awake. He was definitely more worse for wear than most mornings; dark shadows underlining his puffy still-unopened eyes, hair sticking up everywhere as if it had been in a fight with a bottle of gel—or maybe a tube of lube—and definitely lost. Scott suppressed a chuckle when one red-rimmed brown eye managed to crack open and gaze painfully at him.


  "Good morning, Sunshine." Sometimes his mother's annoying clichés did the job, especially when he was trying to annoy or tease. "Want me to open the blinds a little? Let in some real sunshine?"


  "Fuck no," Devon growled. "Feels like someone was using my skull for sparring practice."


  "Ah, poor baby. Want me to cook up some greasy eggs and bacon? I hear that's like the hair of the dog for badly beaten skulls."


  "I never knew you were such a vindictive bitch." Scott's laughter filled the room while Devon grunted and groaned himself into a sitting position. "Wasn't on my best behavior, huh?"


  Devon's little boy smirk rocked Scott from the inside out. "You were fine. Looked like you'd been having some fun."


  "Did you take advantage of me in my fragile condition? I mean besides trying to tie my hands and sentence me to death by rubbing." Devon grinned more before reaching out and pulling Scott to him, his strong arms wrapping Scott in a warm, fuzzy embrace. Scott swooned when Devon tucked his nose into the nape of his neck, sniffing and pressing gentle kisses against his skin. If Scott had been a cat he would have surely purred.


  "I did! You're gonna be walking funny all day and I think you enjoyed the torture as much as I did."


  Devon snickered, warm breath skittering across Scott's skin, traveling full force to all the nerves in his body. "Oh yeah. The sticky come pulling my belly hairs tells me so. Does that mean you don't want me to jump you?"


  "I doubt you even have the energy for that."


  Devon sighed while Scott's skin rippled with goosebumps again. "You're probably right. How about a little groping in the shower?"


  There was groping—more than a little—and kissing and holding. As far as Scott was concerned, the shower had only added extra perfection to an already perfect start to the day. He liked to think dual showering had one of two purposes; wild, sweaty, wet, face-smashed-against-the-tiles sex or calm, just-wanna-touch-and-hold-you intimacy. That morning was the latter, and after Scott's revelation of the night before, it was exactly what he needed to reaffirm his feelings. He was in love with Devon. He loved Devon. Wow.


  ****


  "Oh fuck! My clothes smell like ass," Devon called out from the bedroom.


  Scott paused in his coffee-making-tea-brewing ritual. "In a good or bad way?"


  "Is there a good way? I'm gonna throw them in the wash. You got something I can wear, babe?"


  Goosebumps scurried over Scott's skin. Babe. "Try the back of my closet, and just for the record, I like the smell of your butt."


  Scott hid his grin behind his hand when Devon entered the kitchen. He'd found an ancient pair of Scott's sweats and a threadbare hoodie which couldn't be done up over Devon's sexy chest. Scott had been thirty-five pounds heavier back then, but hadn't thrown out the reminders of his chubbiness. The pants were too short on Devon, and the hoodie barely held together over the bulging mass of his arms. Devon himself was a little less swaggery and a lot more subdued, but gorgeous nonetheless.


  "That's good to know, but I'm thinking you don't want me spreading my assy goodness around town?"


  It was a loaded question to Scott, sounding simple but oh so not the case. It brought images of a wolf staking its claim by covering its mate in its scent, except that was a little off from the true analogy. And, fuck no, he didn't want anyone else sniffing around his man. His man. Holy crap. Was it time to panic?


  "Are you actually making a fruit salad?"


  "Would you rather have greasy eggs and bacon?" Devon slipped behind Scott, pressing him against the counter. "Watch yourself. I'm wielding a very sharp knife."


  Devon's purr vibrated over the bare skin of Scott's neck. Damn, Scott loved it when he made that noise. "And you wield it very well, especially how perfectly identical you make each piece."


  "Don't go there. I saved your drunk ass last night and now you're making fun of me? I'm still holding the knife, you know."


  Soft kisses at the base of his skull forced Scott to stand up a little straighter, tilt his head a little to the left in silent encouragement.


  "I'm not making fun. I think it's cute—"


  "It's anything but cute," Scott said, suppressing the sigh of utter contentment so close to the tip of his tongue it burned. "I'm assuming you didn't ride your bike here last night?"


  Devon stole a piece of melon from the cutting board, his mouth full when he replied, "Nope. I was a responsible drunk."


  "And a very sappy one." Scott slapped Devon's fingers, shoving him back a bit while he reached for the big blue bowl in the cupboard. "Any particular reason for the alcohol indulgence?"


  Scott cringed and his body cooled when Devon stepped away, moving to the table and straddling one of the kitchen chairs. His posture had gone from teasing to defeated in a matter of seconds.


  "Devon? What's wrong?" Scott placed the knife on the cutting board, wiped his hands on a towel, and slipped to Devon's side.


  "One of my buddies' wife is sick. They think she doesn't have much time left. He needed to blow off some steam."


  "I'm sorry." Scott swept his hand up and down Devon's strong back. "Anything I can do?" It was a stupid question, but Scott had no idea what else to say. He'd been fortunate so far in not having to deal with anything so tragic and close before, but he wished he could find the words to comfort Devon.


  "Naw. He's just trying to keep things normal and sane for his kids. That's what Beth wants so we're all doing our part to support and take care of him. But thanks."


  Scott nodded, leaning down to kiss the top of Devon's wet head, his lips lingering for a long moment. "How about fruit salad and tea in bed?"


  "And dessert?" Devon's eyes twinkled up at Scott. "Can't forget the dessert."


  "How could I with you around?" Scott chuckled before moving back to the counter. "Did you want me to take you to get your bike now or just before you head home?"


  "It's already at home."


  Scott turned to gaze at Devon. "You got drunk at home then came over here at two in the morning?"


  Devon shrugged. "It was Saturday, that's our night and Sunday's our day, right?"


  Shell shocked, Scott spun away from Devon again, some excuse about finishing the salad slipping easily off his tongue. Had Devon just said they had a special day? Two days in fact? His heart hammered a little louder in his chest, snakes crawling under the surface of his skin. He sucked in a calming breath and tried to keep the shaky anxiety from his voice. "Yeah, I guess. You don't need to take a taxi though, I can drive you home."


  "Naw. You have your Sunday routine. You need to relax. Tax season's a bitch, right?"


  Something toxic skittered across Scott's brain, scattering the already festering bubbles of panic lodged in his head. "Are you married, Devon?"


  The look that crossed Devon's face would have been comical had the circumstances not been so dire to Scott. "What?"


  "This has nothing to do with tax season and you know it. You're hiding something and the logical conclusion is a wife. Did you have a fight with her last night so you came running to me?"


  Scott was out of control. All the suspicions he'd been having, all the insecurities about Devon's mysterious disappearances and penchant to hide out at Scott's house moving forefront and smacking him in the face...and the heart.


  "Logical, huh?"


  "Just answer the question. Are you married?" Scott's fingers dug uncomfortably into his hips, the small divots of pain keeping him present and in the moment. It was a trick he'd picked up in a therapy group; it didn't always work, but on the odd occasion it did.


  "Fuck no! And I don't have another lover either in case that's your next question."


  Scott ignored Devon's tense posture, the defensive cock of his head, the sad confusion in his eyes. Desperation could be camouflaged by confusion quite easily and there was no way in hell he was going to get sucked in by Devon's distractions. It was time for the truth.


  "Then why do you refuse to be seen with me?"


  "I fucking don't. We went to the club and I went to the market with you. What are doing, Scott? Why are you accusing me—"


  "You stayed in the car."


  "What?"


  Scott huffed out a breath, the air in the kitchen suddenly too close, the room too warm. "At the market... you stayed in the car."


  "I'd had a long night. I was tired. You said you were going to be quick."


  "Not too tired to fuck me in the kitchen before we even got the groceries unpacked."


  Devon reached out a hand to touch Scott. Scott pulled away. "Come on, babe. Don't be like that."


  "Like what? You know everything about me but we can't seem to step foot outside the house without you having a freak out."


  "It was only once and I told you what happened."


  "Mistaken identity. Blah, blah, blah. How do I know he wasn't just another fuck buddy? Maybe whatever the fuck he called you is one of your aliases."


  "I'm not fucking him. I have never fucked him. And I don't think of you as just another fuck buddy. Can't you just leave it alone? We're having a great time and I really like you."


  "Not enough to be seen with me." Scott flinched back when Devon slammed his fist on the counter.


  "Oh fuck me! Give it a rest. I don't know everything about you, and your bullshit martyr act is getting old."


  "My what? I'm just thinking logically." And you really wouldn't want to know all the shit I deal with day to day, how unbalanced I really am, how much of a freak my obsessions and compulsions make me. The panic attacks that paralyze me for no reason at all. You don't want to know, Devon, and I'm definitely not going to let you find out.


  "Maybe you should think with your heart for a change and shove your logic up your ass. I said I really liked you, Scott. Doesn't that even register in your logic?"


  With emotion threatening to overwhelm his composure and his eyes stinging with unshed tears, Scott turned away from Devon. "I think you should go."


  "I'm sorry. I didn't mean... I'm not trying to hurt—"


  "There's only room for so many selfish, narcissistic people in my life."


  "Selfish? Narcissistic?"


  "…And my mother has all those spots tied up."


  "Can't you just see past all the bad shit you think about yourself and believe me? Give me a little more time to—"


  "You need to go."


  ****


  The slamming of the front door cued the release of Scott's pent-up emotions, his mind and heart exploding in a gush of sobs and a crash of knees hitting the floor. The panic attack wrapped itself around him, tightening his chest, churning his stomach, sending a flurry of anxiety and fear to his brain. He knew what was happening, even knew the mechanics involved in how to make it subside, but like so many times in the past, he was paralyzed to control or rein himself in.


  He ducked his head to his chest, hands flat against the cool surface of the kitchen tiles, tiny droplets of sweat slithering from his brow to his cheeks before mixing with the salty tears that dripped over his lips and into his mouth. He didn't usually cry... prided himself on that very fact despite all the fucked-up things that made up the world of Scott Weston and the lack of support in his life. Those fucked-up things were hearty reasons why he never let anyone get close, never let anyone crawl past all the boundaries and walls of steel he'd built up over the years.


  Until now.


  Now he'd let Devon do exactly what he'd always protected himself from—he'd let Devon get inside his heart, let him become something that mattered to Scott.


  Raising his head, his mind reeling with dizziness and his stomach threatening to empty, he reached under the kitchen sink for a brown paper bag, the ones he used to cart his middle class lunch to his middle class job every day. He sat back on his heels, breath coming in short raspy pulls from his overwhelmed lungs, before sealing the bag around his lips and struggling to concentrate on his breathing.


  One M-i-s-s-i-s-s-i-p-p-i. Two M-i-s-s-i-s-s-i-p-p-i. Three M-i-s-s-i-s-s-i-p-p-i…


  How ironic was it that he was kneeling on his kitchen floor counting Mississippis after he'd just thrown out the only man who'd ever made him feel wanted and who just happened to be from Mississippi? Damn ironic is what it was. A bubble of choked emotion erupted from his throat, the bag fluttering to the floor as his lungs screamed for more air and he succumbed to a fit of hysterical laughter. A wave of thoughts echoing past experience settled in his head, reminding him there would be less damage if he prepared and accepted the reality of the panic attack's wrath. Logical. He liked logical.


  He let his body slip the rest of the way to the floor, the cold surface adding to the buzzing of his nerves and the twitching of his skin while he continued to laugh uncontrollably. He guessed it was better than crying, but he was almost certain once he regained consciousness he'd remember in painful detail all the fears and insecurities that had put him on the floor in the first place.


  That's the way it always was. He could never catch a break.


  ****


  The last place Scott wanted to be after a freaking sixty-hour work week was a goddamn rock and roll concert, and if the sounds thumping against the walls of the arena were any indication, his ears would be bleeding before the night was over. Why he had ever promised his sister he'd take his fourteen-year-old nephew to such a thing was beyond his comprehension. Hell, he didn't understand why she let him listen to that crap in the first place, and it had been his own big mouth that got him into trouble... but still.


  It wouldn't have been so bad if the show hadn't sold out so fast and his nephew hadn't been so damn crushed when he didn't get tickets. But Eddie was the only nephew he had—really more like a son to Scott—plus the kid still didn't mind hanging out in public with him, unlike other so-called grown-ups Scott was definitely not thinking about.


  "Oh, yeah, I do the taxes for the security firm that does the shows. And most of the security guys, too. Saved them a boatload of money over the years. They always say just give them a call if I need tickets for anything."


  Way to go Scott. Good job, babe. Oh fuck, he missed Devon so much.


  Two weeks had passed since their break-up, and according to Scott's loving sister, he was just being a big old bitch about the whole thing. But how was it possible to not be a bitch about a fight that hadn't even been a fight at all, just a stupid misunderstanding. And could telling someone they were selfish and maybe they should leave even be called a misunderstanding? Oh hell, the whole thing had been Scott's fault, him and his damn insecurities and questions. If he had just accepted that Devon had nothing to hide and actually liked spending time alone with him, he wouldn't have driven him away on what could have been another perfect Sunday in their relationship.


  His mother would say no use crying over spilled milk or some other stupid saying she found applicable to the situation, but fuck it, Devon wasn't just spilled milk or any other toppled-over beverage. And it certainly wasn't a sign from God that Scott should find a nice girl and settle down. Those ideas and many others were the reasons Scott hadn't told his holier-than-thou mother a thing about Devon or their break-up. He'd also sworn his sister to secrecy by threat of death, which in turn was the main reason he'd agreed to take Eddie to the concert when he'd rather be home sulking and rearranging his sock drawer.


  After being physically violated—searched by rough heathens—Scott grabbed Eddie by the shoulder of his black leather jacket (and why on earth did a fourteen year old need a leather jacket?) before dragging him through the crowd. The atmosphere was like a rowdy high school party and the show hadn't even started yet. It reminded Scott of the metal heads he'd gone to school with, the ones who teased and tormented him ruthlessly because he didn't share their hobby of fist-pumping, ripped jeans and t-shirts, and loud obnoxious music. Oh dear God, what had he gotten himself into?


  "S-man." Eddie had been calling Scott by that nickname since he was little. There had never been any rhyme or reason to it, but Eddie still used it and Scott still liked it. "The pit is this way."


  The pit? No way in hell were they going into a sweaty, dangerous pit of sweaty, dangerous men—no way, no how. Scott groaned when Eddie shot him his best sad puppy look complete with sad puppy eyes and a sad puppy drooping mouth.


  "I'm sorry, Eddie. I just can't go in there. It's too much for me. Can't we find some seats instead?"


  Eddie's sweet demeanor deflated even more. Scott wanted to crawl into the ground, but since that wasn't an option, he searched his brain for a solution.


  "Just stay here for a second," he said. "Don't. Move."


  Scott was gone no more than three minutes, a bigger-than-life man following behind him when he returned. "Eddie, this is Marshall. He works security for the band."


  His nephew shook the big man's hand and Scott noticed the look of awe as Eddie took in Marshall's long hair, leather vest, and tattooed arms. "Hey," Eddie said. "Cool tats."


  "Thanks."


  Scott smirked and turned his attention to Eddie again. "Marshall has a way for you to stand in the back of the pit while I sit and still keep my eye on you."


  "The back…" Eddie whined.


  Scott shrugged, amazed at his ability to keep his cool and negotiate with a teenager when all he wanted to do was get the fuck out. "Take it or leave it. That's my final offer."


  "I can take him closer on my break," Marshall offered.


  "Um…"


  "No one's gonna mess with me, Scott. Besides, I owe you for getting me that awesome refund last year. I'll take him around to the side of the stage then bring him back again. Everyone's happy."


  Scott wasn't happy at all, but it was a compromise he could live with. Plus Eddie looked like he was going to jump out of his skin with excitement.


  "Please, S-man."


  "Maybe I can even get him in to meet the band after the show."


  Scott moaned while Eddie did a strange little dance.


  ****


  Eddie was over-the-top excited when the band took the stage. Scott looked at his watch, surprised the show had actually started at the scheduled time. He was quickly informed by both Marshall and Eddie that Broken Evolution was only the first of two opening bands before the big guns took the stage.


  "Dammit, I should have brought earplugs," Scott said under his breath.


  Marshall must have had bionic hearing because he whipped out a pre-packaged pair on the spot. "I always carry extras."


  Scott thanked him before settling back in his seat. He was pleased to see the seats around him were empty, and therefore he wouldn't have to dodge any fist-pumping, pig-squealing fans jumping around near him. He was displeased to find out the fans he hoped hadn't shown up at all did show up after the two opening bands. And unfortunately, they seemed pumped and ready to go.


  The bass pumped out of the numerous huge speakers hard and strong before the main attraction took the stage, the sound vibrating through Scott's body and reminding him uncomfortably of a bad panic attack. He'd brought his anti-anxiety medication, but since it often made him sleepy, he hoped he wouldn't have to use it.


  Eddie stood at the back of the pit, only a few stray t-shirt-wearing fans standing nearby. His little fist shot up and down in the air, head bopping back and forth, knees bending as he lifted his body in time to the thumping. He looked happier than a pig in shit and Scott silently praised himself for going so far out of his comfort zone in order to make his nephew so happy.


  He switched his gaze to the stage, watching a curly-haired man seat himself behind the massive set of drums. Then two guitarists appeared, arms raised over their heads, fist pumping right along with the crowd. Had the music not been so atrocious, and well, noisy, and the crowd not so overbearing and dirty-looking, Scott might have actually enjoyed the outing. But all he wanted was for it to be over so he could go home and hermit himself away for the weekend.


  It was Friday, and Friday would be followed by Saturday, and then depressingly by Sunday—the worst day of the week. Scott had been so busy during the week he'd been able to clear Devon from his head, but the weekends were always a very different story. He'd started having smaller, shorter panic attacks—mini anxiety attacks according to his doctor—that came and went in a flash, but left him almost as wrung out and exhausted as the full-blown ones he'd suffered from since he was a teenager. He hadn't passed out since the incident with Devon, and for that he was thankful, but the greater number of smaller attacks left him listless and depressed. There was no winning, and Scott chastised himself over and over for the display he'd made that last day with Devon. He still had the clothes Devon had left there, and he had no intention of giving them back—if they even ever crossed paths again, which he was fairly certain would never happen.


  The crowd's increased roar brought him back from his thoughts, the lights dimming even more and the spotlights on the stage going out. Scott saw the vague outline of a man walk toward the front of the stage, both hands wrapping around the mic before he lowered his head. An eerie blue light began to glow at his feet, the illumination moving up the legs of his tight jeans, past a belt buckle that Scott thought resembled a skull and finally up the man's torso to land on his head. He was still looking down, his mass of wavy hair beginning to shake from side to side while his tattooed, muscled arms gripped the mic and held it up high in the air. One loud thump from the drums and the whole venue lit up, followed by a simultaneous scream from the singer and the crowd echoing through the building. Scott found himself inching closer and closer to the edge of his seat, the building adrenaline and excitement carrying him along for the ride. Whoever the guy on stage was, he knew how to make an entrance.


  "Bwahhhhh," the man screamed when he finally lifted his head, his face tense and hard as he bellowed again.


  Scott's whole body went rigid, tiny beads of sweat forming on his hairline, his hands fisting the denim covering his legs. It couldn't be. There was no way in hell it could be…


  It was Devon. All six goddamn feet of tattooed, muscled beauty caterwauling and howling from the stage. His shirt and jeans were skin-tight, leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination: strong chest, defined nipple rings, outline of his half-hard cock dressed to the right—flaunting himself in front of thousands of people obviously turned Devon on. Scott was both disgusted and intrigued at the same time, his eyes seeking out the little nuances and imperfections of Devon's body that he knew were there under the painted-on clothes, as if he was looking for further proof the man on stage was exactly who he was.


  This was Devon's secret? This strange world of fist-pumping, head-banging misfits screaming and grunting words Scott couldn't even understand—if they were words at all. This was what Devon couldn't share with Scott? Not a wife or lover or even a life of crime—all things that had crossed Scott's mind at one time or another. As much as Devon's real life dispelled those particular accusations, it also enhanced other ones, forcing Scott to realize he'd been right all along.


  Devon had been ashamed to be seen with him—Scott's accountant haircut and boring, obsessive rituals obviously too embarrassing to Devon unless it came to fucking Scott in the privacy of Scott's own home. Sliding to the back of his chair, Scott shoved the earplugs further into his ears, his only need at that very moment to shut out Devon's words, Devon's voice… Devon… Devon… Devon.


  "He's awesome, right?" Marshall managed to yell the exact thing Scott didn't want to hear. "Really nice guy. He's good with his fans, too, so it shouldn't be a problem taking Eddie back to meet him after the show."


  "No!" Scott's voice shot from his throat before he had time to think. "That's not necessary. Eddie's just glad to be here. Maybe next time." He faked a half-smile before turning his head back to the rat on stage.


  "Might be his last chance to meet the guys, Scott. I hear they're tentatively retiring after the next couple of shows. Family stuff I think."


  "That's too bad, but I'm sure Eddie's not that big a fan."


  "Could have fooled me," Marshall said, dipping his head to the side where Eddie stood not three feet away, eyes closed, body moving in time to the music—in perfect unison to Devon's body.


  It would make Scott very uncomfortable to see Devon, but at the same time, it would also cause Devon some discomfort as well. And though Scott wasn't generally a vindictive man, putting it in that light made it easier on his head and heart. It was far easier to analyze the situation that way than to give in to the pain he knew would surface later when his adrenaline had diminished.


  "Okay," he said as Marshall turned back to him. "That would be great… for Eddie I mean."


  "Cool."


  Scott wasn't sure how cool it would actually be, and to be perfectly honest, he was hoping Devon felt like he was the one on the hotseat when Scott walked into the room.


  ****


  After surviving the rest of the show plus two encores, Scott was as tense as he could ever remembered being. His palms were sweaty, the pits of his t-shirt soaked through despite the air-conditioned venue being comfortably cool, and he was seriously considering running to the bathroom to throw up. He hadn't been able to keep his eyes off Devon; working the stage, beautiful and confident, and holding the crowd in the palms of his hands. It was so hard for Scott to believe the screaming, jumping, cursing man on the stage was the same one who drank lemongrass tea, helped Scott with his chores, and whose favorite spot was curling up on the sun porch with Scott.


  His streaming musings were interrupted by the impact of his nephew's body hitting him square in the chest. Eddie's face was pulled hard in a smile so wide Scott feared it would crack. His little body shook with excitement as he wrapped Scott in a tight embrace. It was so damn hard to be bitter when someone else was bursting with happiness, and though Scott knew he should be the adult in the situation, he had to hold on to a little bitter.


  Once they'd waited for the crowd to thin out and Scott had endured Eddie's non-stop banter about the band and the singer and "oh-my-God wasn't he the coolest thing in the entire world," they followed Marshall to the back of the venue. Scott kept a firm grip on Eddie's jacket again, not for one second believing one of these drug-addled fans wouldn't grab his nephew and turn him into some equally drug-addled boy whore. He'd taken his anti-anxiety meds and sometimes instead of the drowsiness, he experienced paranoia, which was no doubt the cause of his over-zealous imagination. Or was it?


  Eddie was trying very hard to be grown-up about meeting the band, but Scott could see right through it, even in his current state of suspicion.


  "You really like these guys, huh?" he said loudly, to be heard above the still-noisy crowd.


  "They're so awesome. I can't believe I'm going to meet Devastation. My friends are gonna flip."


  Scott moved in closer to Eddie, wrapping an arm around his thin shoulders and helping to steer him through the maze of hallways and people. "Devastation?"


  "The lead singer," Eddie said with a snort.


  Ah, things were becoming clearer. "Does he have a last name?"


  Eddie shrugged and stepped away from Scott to catch up with Marshall. "Do you think he'll give me an autograph or maybe a picture? That would be fucking—"


  "Eddie!"


  "Sorry."


  "I'm sure he'll let you have both," Marshall said. "He's a super nice guy. Always catering to the kids at the show with autographs or pictures."


  "Like a pedophile?" The words were out before Scott could consult with his brain.


  Marshall stopped short, and Scott barely missing crashing into the back of him. "What?"


  Scott smiled. "Nothing. That's not the word I meant to use. What I meant to ask is if Devastation was a pedagogist. You know, like a teacher."


  Marshall and Eddie shook their heads and went back to walking. Scott huffed out a breath of relief. Goddammit, what was wrong with him? When they reached the backstage area it was a fluster of activity; people loading equipment, people with clipboards, people standing around talking to what looked to be members of the other bands. Scott didn't see Devon… Devastation anywhere, but why would he? He was probably holed up in his personal dressing room with some fist-pumping fans kissing his feet or other more private body parts. The more Scott thought about it, the angrier he got. Devon had used him, had lied to him and worst of all, had made Scott feel guilty about his suspicions. Devon couldn't move much lower in Scott's mind.


  "Scott? Are you coming, man?"


  Dammit, he needed to stop stepping out of reality. "Yeah, of course."


  Marshall knocked on a very non-descript door, certainly not the door of a rock and roll superstar, though Scott wasn't sure if what Devon actually did was rock and roll or some other kind of annoying music. It didn't really matter. He just wanted to get the confrontation over so he could go home and have his breakdown in private.


  "Come in!" The voice was definitely Devon's and Scott's blood pressure suddenly spiked. He held back when Marshall and Eddie entered the room, hiding beside the doorframe. He told himself he was prepared to see Devon again, but even the sound of his voice sent tingles up and down his arms.


  Eddie's voice broke through his anxiety. "Uncle Scott! S-man! Aren't you coming in?" Then he was pulling Scott into the room, and the scent of musk and sweat assaulted and thrilled his nostrils. But it was the underlying fragrance that tickled the inside of his nose, the little hints of Devon scattered about in the air. Scott needed to get a grip.


  He squared his shoulders and unslouched his body despite the flight part of the fight-or-flight equation firmly stamping its feet. Oh-my-fucking-God-what-am-I-doing? He needed to get back the anger he'd felt when he'd seen Devon up on the stage, the rage that he'd been betrayed over something as silly as his boyfriend being a rockstar or scream star or whatever the fuck he was. Unfortunately, all he was feeling was nervous apprehension and fear that Devon would just laugh in his face—ha, ha, joke's on you, fucker—and Scott would return home to melt into a puddle of rejection and embarrassment.


  A hand on his arm dragged him inside, the force sending him sprawling into the back of Eddie. Who knew the kid was so strong? He kept his head ducked down, reaching for the zipper-pull half-way down his jacket and slowly pulling it up to his neck. It was a ruse to keep from falling immediately into Devon's gaze; lame but hopefully it would work.


  Eddie's fingers still wrapped around Scott's forearm and he tugged a little harder as he spoke. "Devastation, this is my uncle Scott. He's not a fan but he brought me here and he's pretty cool."


  Scott looked up into shocked brown eyes, the expression on Devon's face closer to pain than "ha, ha, joke's on you, fucker." He quickly recovered, one corner of his mouth curling up in that half-smile Scott used to love so much—loved only two short weeks ago. The inconsistency of having only one dimple glowing back at Scott told him the smile wasn't real and Devon's original reaction was still coursing through him.


  Devon reached out his hand and Scott, being the bigger man, smiled—using both sides of his mouth—before taking Devon's hand in a slow, hard shake. "Nice to meet you, Devastation. Eddie is apparently a big fan." He couldn't help the little sneer that accompanied Devon's new name or the inflection of sarcasm that wrapped around the word. "Thanks for meeting with us."


  "No problem. I try to keep in touch with my fans."


  "I'll bet you do," Scott said, smile still firmly stamped on his lips. "Interesting… music you guys play."


  "Thanks. Not your thing I take it?"


  Scott snorted, hoping his outside demeanor was smoother and less flaily than his inside one. "I'm more of a jazz guy myself."


  "S-man listens to really boring stuff," Eddie said. "Do you think I could get a picture with you, Devastation?"


  "Please call me Dev, and of course, Eddie. Do you have a cell phone we can use?"


  "My mom wouldn't let me bring mine but we can use S-man's, right?"


  Scott nodded, all business and happiness rolled into one fake ball of God-I-want-to-throw-up. "Sure. You guys arrange yourselves and I'll take it."


  He watched his nephew fawn over his former boyfriend/lover/fuck buddy, ignoring the way Devon's t-shirt hugged his body, the slim, fitted cut of his jeans. Devon's hair was wet and he'd changed out of his stage clothes, but the unmistakable scent of his shampoo, his soap, and his own personal sweat still hung precariously in the air. Scott snuck a quick whiff, his mouth salivating, eyes blurring momentarily as the fragrance buzzed and licked its way through his body. He needed a cold shower, but even the thought of his bathroom at home brought dirty images of Devon in his shower doing delightfully dirty things to him.


  "Okay, we're ready." Eddie's voice floated around Scott's thoughts. "Is this okay?"


  Devon had his arm around Eddie, the boy's face seemingly about to crack from the huge grin he had going on. His body was tucked into Devon's, blond head only reaching Devon's chest. "It's good."


  Fishing his cell phone out of his pocket, Scott lined up the shot, the thought of having a picture of Devon saved on his phone niggling at his brain a little. He'd never taken a picture of Devon before, despite their four months together and the temptation on those mornings when he'd been sleeping so adorably. The flash went off and he clicked the picture to check it while Eddie appeared at his side.


  "It's too far away. Can't you zoom or something?"


  "Just move in closer," Devon suggested, cocky-assed smirk and double dimples glaring Scott in the face. "I don't bite."


  Scott knew for a fact he did. "Sure. Get back over there, Eddie."


  He moved a few steps forward, centering the pair in the little screen. He noticed Devon had the tell-tale smudges of eyeliner still framing his eyes, something Scott had never noticed when he'd come to his place. He must have been sure to scrub off all the evidence before he landed his lying ass on Scott's doorstep. One click and the picture was done, Eddie approving the shot, and then moving to get Devon's autograph on the inside of what Scott could see was a fake leather jacket.


  "Hey, Marshall," Devon said. "Why don't you take Eddie to meet the rest of the guys?"


  "Really?" Eddie gasped while Scott groaned inside—he hoped it was only internally.


  "Sure. They hate it when I get all the attention. Your uncle can hang with me while you're gone. Marshall will give you the tour." Devon grinned from ear to ear, both dimples showing but the smile not reaching his eyes. Scott was taken aback by the suggestion and the look on Devon's face. If it was a challenge, he was ready as hell to meet it.


  "You don't wanna meet the other guys, S-man?" Eddie asked, ever the polite child Scott knew he would soon grow out of.


  "I'm okay. Marshall mentioned that Devastation needed some advice on his taxes. I'll see you in a bit."


  Eddie nodded before following Marshall out the door. They shut it behind them and the room was instantly stony silent, the tension palpable, like a thick invisible fog threatening to choke them both, or at least Scott. He watched, arms crossed over his chest, feet shoulder width apart, head held high as Devon sat forward in his chair.


  "How've you been?"


  Scott's mouth dropped open. "That's all you have to say to me? How've I been?"


  Devon scoffed. "It's called a conversation starter. I was trying to be polite."


  "I think you blew polite the fuck up when you lied to me for four months."


  "I didn't lie. I omitted. They aren't the same thing."


  Scott was at a loss for words, something unusual and foreign to him, especially when he was so mad he could spit. "Omitted? What the fuck, Devon? Oh sorry. I mean Devastation."


  "Devon's my real name."


  "Like I care." Scott's flicked his head to the side.


  Devon stood up, all freshly-showered, hotter than fuck lying-sack-of-shit rockstar. Scott forced himself not to look, dipped his head to examine his shoes when Devon came closer. He flinched away when a warm hand settled on his arm and a finger lifted his chin. He looked up into Devon's eyes.


  "I'm sorry. I would have… I was going to tell you."


  Scott stepped back, snapping his arm away and moving to the other side of the room. "When? After you finished your world tour and needed a place to hide again? Or maybe you have another lover stashed away for those times? Aren't rockstars supposed to be like sailors? A lover in every port?"


  "I don't have another lover. I already told you that."


  "That's not much of a comfort considering you've been so full of shit about everything else."


  "Why did you come backstage if you didn't want to see me?" The look on Devon's face was pure despair, even his body language admitting defeat in some strange way. His whole demeanor sent tiny ripples of sadness to Scott's heart, but he wouldn't allow that to happen. He was thinking with his head from now on, not that overworked muscle in his chest that got him into trouble, and definitely not the lusty one in his pants.


  "Eddie wanted to meet you and I wanted to see for myself how much you didn't matter to me anymore."


  Devon leaned his back against the wall, head cocked in Scott's direction. "I don't believe that."


  Scott snorted. "Doesn't matter what you believe, does it? I believed you love… liked me and look how that turned out."


  "I do like you, and the word you almost said? I agree with that one, too."


  "Fuck you, Devon!" Scott moved closer, words and spit smacking Devon in the face. "You can't say that to me just because you've been caught in your dirty lies."


  "I'm saying it because it's true."


  "What's true? You like me? You loooove me? You cheated on me with a whole goddamn army of fans?"


  Devon shook his head, the tiny muscle in his jaw twitching ever-so-slightly. "I don't sleep with my fans."


  "I call bullshit to that too. I saw you on the stage. You were like a big horny sack of cock waiting to breed." And I wanted you all for myself.


  "It's an act, Scott. I'm an entertainer, that's what I do."


  "How many did you fuck when you weren't hanging out at my house? One a night? Two? Did you have one before you came to my bed or was that a little too much for even the great rockstar to handle?" Scott knew he was out of control but he was helpless to stop himself. He was hurt and sad and frustrated and teetering on the edge of anxiety.


  Devon stepped backward, both sides of his jaw twitching, turning his mouth into a demonic smile. "You know what? You're just like all the others. You find out what I am and the who doesn't matter anymore. That really fucking hurts."


  Scott wasn't done. Squaring his shoulders and pursing his lips, he stalked Devon across the room. "What hurts? That I crashed your little party of debauchery or that I'm not falling at your feet begging to sleep with you like all the rest of your harem?"


  Devon's jaw clicked and his eyes narrowed. "I haven't slept with anyone else in over four months. I already told you that."


  Scott stopped his pursuit. "You said I was just like all the others… that means there are others."


  Devon gazed into Scott's eyes. "In the past, yeah. Men who found out what I did for a living and either judged me for it or expected more from me because of it."


  "I never wanted more. I just wanted you… the real you."


  "Then why can't you believe the real me is the one you had… the one you still have?"


  Scott couldn't help but snort. Devon was smooth, so smooth Scott almost believed what he was saying. But that wasn't the point of the conversation. Devon had lied about his life, about everything outside of his world with Scott. Believing anything that came out of Devon's mouth would only bite Scott in the ass later, would only shatter his heart again. That couldn't happen. Scott couldn't let it happen.


  He shook his head, more to clear his rambling thoughts than to disagree with anything. His heart thumped so loudly in his ears he wanted to scream for it to shut the fuck up. "The only thing we had in common was sex and Sundays, Devon. I'm over it and you should be too. I cannot even imagine living the life of a rockstar, or more precisely, being the one waiting at home."


  "Because it's only logical to believe all musicians whore around?" Devon's jaw was twitching again and Scott had to look away from the tense gaze in his eyes.


  "If the shoe fits."


  Devon slammed his fist on the edge of the table. "Then fuck you, Scott!"


  "Keep your voice down. Eddie might hear."


  "You think I'm rude, crude, and lewd anyhow so why would you expect me to give a crap about what some kid hears? Here's the truth, Scott… maybe you wanna make a list or something so you don't forget." Dirty pool, Devon. That really hurt. "I'm a twenty-seven-year-old, gay, and out singer in a band that I love. I'm in the spotlight, I've sold a few records, and I stomp around the stage screaming my fucking heart out, but that does not make me a slut. I have… had real feelings for you, but this is exactly what I was afraid would happen."


  "Feelings? You're going to talk to me about feelings—now?" Scott did not want to talk about feelings with Devon. Not now, not ever. Have to close the door to my heart. It's all too much.


  "Oh fuck me. You're right. Whores don't have feelings for other people, just hard-ons and orgasms."


  "Now you're just being crass. You know that's not what I meant."


  "You know what? I'm starting to think you didn't mean a lot of things you said to me, Scott. Maybe you're not as honest as you make yourself out to be either. I apologized and told you I cared for you but that's obviously not enough." Devon's eyes were wild, his hands clenching and unclenching at his sides. If Scott didn't know better he might have been afraid. But I don't know him.


  "Dev—"


  "I have a fan meet-and-greet to go to. Tell Eddie it was cool to meet him and since you're such a logical guy, I'm sure you can find your way out. Goodbye, Scott."


  ****


  The next couple of weeks dragged for Scott; his time was still consumed by work, but his thoughts were strictly on Devon. Being left alone in the dressing room had been a revelation for him, one that came too late and one that would never see fruition. Devon had said goodbye to him and it had sounded more like an honest-to-goodness goodbye than a see you around or catch ya later.


  Scott had fucked up—bad. The way he'd treated Devon was shameful and he was embarrassed for not listening to what Devon had had to say. He hadn't given Devon a chance to explain his deception, just stepped right into wallowing over his own pain and heartbreak. His heart still ached like something physical had been removed from inside him, something critical he needed to function in life. To put it bluntly—and more than a little needy—he missed Devon with every cell in his body.


  Devon's scent still haunted Scott's bedroom, his kitchen, his living room. The jeans and t-shirt he'd last worn to Scott's house were folded and waiting for some unknown messenger to pick them up. But the most obvious ghost to remain was the one who huddled lazily and contentedly on the settee on the sun porch. The apparition never seemed to leave, and it was the hardest one for Scott to give up. He didn't want to give it up because it represented the most important part of Devon that Scott had lost; the part Scott looked forward to spending Sundays with, the relaxed, grinning, quick-to-cuddle part that made Scott's whole week bearable.


  Scott had debated his part in the whole deceptive situation and he'd concluded in his own logical way that his hands weren't clean by any means. He'd had many opportunities to push Devon's obvious issue with leaving Scott's house a little further, but instead chose to stay contentedly blind. Hell, he'd never considered going to Devon's place, didn't know where Devon lived, had never even asked Devon what he did for work since that would have opened the conversation up for Devon to scoff at Scott's mundane career. He'd also concluded it was time to fess up to his part of the misunderstanding and to the feelings threatening to strangle him with sadness. Devon had become more than a lover; he'd become the best friend Scott had ever had, so the loss was twofold for him.


  He needed to tell Devon he wanted him back, even if it was only a small part of him. Friend. Lover. Whatever Devon would agree on. He wondered if it was possible to swallow one's pride and admit what an asshole they'd been in a situation that was already impossibly screwed-up, a situation where one party had seemingly said their last farewell. Regardless of his apprehension, regardless of the writhing fear that snaked through his body, he was going to find out.


  ****


  Marshall met him at the side door of the same building where Scott had last seen Devon perform, where the dreaded confrontation had taken place. He'd used the ruse of taxes to get the kind security guard to usher him inside after the show had finished. There were fewer people milling about, but Scott was still just as nervous. He'd tried to fool his mind into believing it was a blind date, but then again, he wasn't exactly the type to involve himself in that sort of thing, so that plan went out the window. It all came down to facing the fears he'd buried over his entire life, or in the least, one very big one involving taking a chance on someone who could very well hurt him again. He wanted Devon back, and no one could do it for him.


  Scott had been keeping tabs on Smoky Grey—the name had made him chuckle and awww all at the same time—and he knew it was the last show they'd play in a while due to personal reasons. Basically, it was Scott's last chance to seek Devon out without turning into a stalker and taking to the Internet to find him. He'd considered bringing Devon's clothes with him, but that would have been admitting defeat before he even went for the win, so he'd left them in their designated, familiar spot.


  He took one calming breath before he lifted his hand to knock, noticing at the last second the door was already partially ajar. He snuck a peek inside, not wanting to interrupt if there was some meeting or other going on. It was dim inside but Scott could make out the silhouette of two men embracing—an intimate moment—with only a glance.


  Scott shifted his body a little further into the doorway, Devon's face becoming recognizable over the shoulder of the long-haired man he was hugging. His eyes were closed, his nose buried in the man's hair. The men's arms were wrapped tight around one another, Devon's right hand fisted in the long hair. Scott watched as Devon kissed the man's forehead, fingers tightening in his hair, and then Scott had had enough.


  He tore his eyes from the scene playing out, bypassing the urge to rip the two men apart from each other. He turned, black dots in his eyes making it hard to focus on which way he'd come, on which way he had to go to get the hell out of there. When his legs threatened to give way, he grabbed at the concrete walls, but their smooth glossiness gave him no assistance and he landed hard on one knee. One hand shoved into his pocket, the tiny bottle of Ativan rattling against his fingers, at least for a moment before it fell to the floor. Thankfully, there was no tell-tale sign of spilling, no tiny pings of pills scattering everywhere.


  "Here, let me help you." The voice was unfamiliar and female, the latter startling Scott more than the sudden appearance of a person at his side. "Do you need one or two?"


  Scott managed to croak out "two" before his lungs burned for air and he gave in to the hyperventilating that threatened to make him pass out.


  "Swallow or under your tongue?" The question would have made Devon chuckle if he were there and Scott would have chastised him for his dirty mind, but he wasn't there and it was a woman saying it and oh-my-God, I need to focus.


  "Why don't we get you some place more comfortable until those take affect?"


  He shook his head but was already being dragged from the floor, an arm wrapping around his waist. "I just wanna go home," he said. "Please take me to the door."


  "You're Scott, aren't you?" the still faceless woman asked.


  How did she know that? The last thing he wanted was for someone to recognize him and tell Devon he'd been rolling around on the floor outside his dressing room like some goddamn fan in heat. He needed to get out of there. Someone get me out of here.


  "Dev talks a lot about you, even now after he's said you dumped him."


  Scott sucked in a breath, blowing it out slowly along with the words, "I didn't dump him."


  "Does he know you're here?"


  He was starting to feel calmer, his nerves changing from snakes of destruction to worms wiggling sluggishly in mud. He tried to pull away from the tight hold around his waist but was unsuccessful.


  "We've been trying to find him someone to settle down with for years. He's never liked the lifestyle. We tease him that he should have gone into business or something boring like that so he'd have the little white picket fence and porch he's always dreamed of."


  Scott's emotions rose precariously in his throat. Porch. He coughed to clear the lump, ready to tell this woman—whoever she thought she was who knew so much about Devon—that he was fine. A different voice from down the hall made him snap to attention.


  "What the fuck happened, Scott?" Marshall's gruff words made Scott believe there might be a God, at least at that precise moment in time, and he was happy to have his still-reeling body swapped from the woman's to Marshall's hold.


  "I think he had a panic attack, Marsh. Not sure he got to see Dev either. Don't let him drive home." Then she was gone and Scott could finally raise his eyes to the worried ones staring him in the face.


  "Do you still want to see Devastation?"


  "No! I just… I just need to go home. Please." Scott sagged against Marshall, partially for effect but mostly because of exhaustion and a feeling of rejection. The fewer people who saw him, and his maiden-in-distress act, the better.


  "There's a couple of taxis outside or do you want me to drive you? You'll have to wait until my shift is over but I'm almost done."


  "No. A taxi's good."


  Marshall helped him into the backseat of the cab, getting Scott's address from him, but asking no other questions. Scott loved him for that. Just as he was closing the door, a thought struck Scott.


  "Marshall, who was that woman?"


  "You mean Charlene? She's Wolfie's wife. Real nice girl, doesn't let any of the boys get out of line. She's been around a lot to give her support to Shadow."


  Scott's head was beginning to spin again, caused more by the slew of names being thrown at him than the panic attack. "Shadow?"


  "Smoky's drummer. His wife just died of cancer last week. That's why the boys are taking some time off. It's been hard."


  "I imagine it has been."


  ****


  The cab dropped Scott off in front of his house and within five minutes, he was inside and passed out on top of the covers of his bed—shoes and coat still intact. He awoke a few hours later, took another couple of Ativan for good measure, undressed, and crawled back into bed. The next day was Sunday and Scott really hoped he'd just sleep the entire day away.


  ****


  Exactly one week later a loud knock at the door interrupted Scott from a very boring evening of watching some nature show on television. To be fair, he wasn't really watching, just using it to break the monotony and silence of another Saturday night with nothing more exciting to do than learn the breeding habits of the Canada goose. He'd considered going out to The Little Shoppe of Jazz, but Saturday nights were much more crowded than during the week, and he was sure he wouldn't enjoy the music if he had to be shoulder to shoulder with other people. Plus, since he'd taken the week off—the first time in his entire life—due to illness—more like depressed sulking—he didn't feel it was appropriate to leave the house.


  The intrusion came as Scott was discovering it was the female goose that did the mate-choosing by effectively stalking her intended victim. They then began their courtship by establishing a bond, became completely monogamous and in love, and lived happily ever after. How fucking fabulous and easy was that?


  The first thing that came to Scott's mind was "the Girl Scouts are back with more cookies," and his brain excitedly did an internal fist-pump. The next, "but it's a little late for Girl Scouts to be knocking on doors." Dammit. Who the hell could it be? If they weren't bringing him more cookies, they could just take a hike anyhow.


  He dragged himself off the couch, mindful of his week-long un-showered body, his bed-head hair that had seen a lot of bed recently, and the threadbare pajama pants and t-shirt he hadn't bothered to change out of since the previous Sunday. He was mindful of them but didn't give a crap at the same time. By the time he reached the door—all of twenty feet or so of stepping over things that did not belong where he was stepping—he was angry at the person on the other side for interrupting his Canada Goose happily-ever-after and for not bringing him anymore cookies, but mostly for the latter.


  He didn't even check the peephole to see who dared to sully his stoop at ten o'clock on a Saturday night, just whipped the door open, a rude comment already formed on his tongue. He ended up stumbling on his carefully put-together words instead.


  "Who the hell… who the… what the hell… what are you doing here?" Scott's eyes grew wide, his jaw dropping to the floor when his mind wrapped around the fact it was Devon who stood on the steps. He quickly blocked the doorway, widening his stance to make it appear he was more confident than he actually was. He peered more closely at Devon. "What the hell happened to you? Were you in a fight?"


  "Mild disagreement. Couldn't think of anywhere else to go."


  Scott didn't know what to say, so rather than wracking his mind for nonsense or even sense, he ushered Devon inside. Blood covered one side of Devon's thin t-shirt, the trail leading up to his nose and mouth. One of his eyes was already beginning to puff up and darken, his nose was red, and a still-oozing cut sliced through the left side of his bottom lip.


  "You look like hell," Scott said, after Devon had toed off his shoes and slouched his way into the kitchen.


  "Bet that feels good to say, huh?" Devon grinned then winced, throwing himself into a chair, body leaned forward, hands rubbing at the sides of his head.


  Scott ran cold water over a clean cloth, wrung it out, and tread cautiously toward Devon, like prey approaching a wounded lion. "Did you get hit in the head, too?"


  "Might have whacked it when I fell. You're acting like I'm going to bite you, Scott."


  "You have to admit it's a little weird."


  Devon leaned back in his chair, head tipped up to meet Scott's eyes. "What is?"


  Scott snorted. "Oh, I don't know. Just everything."


  "I'm sorry—"


  "Let's not get into that again. Hold still, I'm going to clean you up."


  He swiped the cloth over Devon's face, being extra careful when he reached Devon's nose and lips. Dark blood stained the cloth, but the cut seemed to have stopped bleeding. He held it a bit longer to Devon's mouth while using his other hand to feel along the contours of Devon's skull.


  "You've got a bit of a bump but it's not huge. Are you dizzy?" He moved the cloth away, one hand on his hip as he frowned at Devon.


  Devon shrugged. "Just a little."


  "Yet you rode your bike here? Smart, Devon, real smart."


  "Took a cab."


  Scott moved back to the sink, rinsing out the cloth before handing it to Devon. "Your lip looks better but you might wanna hold this on it a bit longer. So who hit you?"


  "Shadow."


  Scott wracked his brain for the name. "The one whose wife just died?"


  Devon nodded, hanging his head, eyes focused on his socks.


  "You had a fight with someone who just lost a loved one? What the hell, Devon?"


  "I never said I fought back. Maybe I should just go."


  With a grunt, Devon started to rise from his chair before Scott stepped forward, placing a hand on his shoulder. "Why did you come, Dev?"


  Devon stayed where he was, his body unslouching, sad brown eyes gazing into Scott's. "I missed you. I wanted to see if we could… if I could—"


  Scott let his hand slide down Devon's arm. "That boat sailed. Well, sunk is more like it."


  "Then why did you come to see me last weekend?"


  Fuck. Who was the snitch? Marshall? Charlene? Dammit, he thought he'd got away free and clear from his embarrassing visit to Devon. "I was just… I wanted…"


  Devon seemed to wobble a bit in the chair, Scott grabbing his shoulder before he tipped to the floor. "I think I need to lie down."


  Scott managed to get Devon's partially boneless body to his bedroom before Devon passed out completely. He laid a hand on Devon's sweaty brow, checking for a fever, but Devon was no warmer than usual. Placing the wet cloth he'd saved from falling to the ground on Devon's forehead, Scott sat on the edge of the bed. Scott reached for his cell phone on the nightstand, but then changed his mind.


  Unfortunately, he knew a little about concussions from personal experience as a bullied teen. He'd been laid out on the ground more than once, his mother having to come and get him before shuffling him off to the hospital. Such wonderful childhood memories—not. One of the things he did know was there was nothing to be done for a concussion except watch the concussing person for any changing symptoms. That meant he was stuck with Devon for a while; watching him as long as he slept, something Scott was quite accustomed to doing, or at least he had been.


  Devon didn't stay out for long. "Scott?" he said, voice as wary as the confusion in his eyes. "What am I… what happened?"


  "Just relax. You'll be fine."


  "I should go?"


  A question rather than a statement, Scott didn't even pause in his answer. "No. I'll take care of you." He let his eyes drift from Devon's, grabbing a rumpled blanket from the floor and settling it over top of him. He paused when he went to move the blanket over the bloody shirt. "I'm going to help you sit up so we can get your t-shirt off."


  "Gonna have your way with me?" The words were a little slurry, accompanied by a fogged twinkle in the overall fuzziness of Devon's eyes, but it was all him.


  Scott shook his head. "Behave."


  With Scott's help, Devon rose to a sitting position, enabling Scott to tug the crusty shirt over his head then toss it out into the hallway. Scott wiped the cloth over Devon's chest where the blood had soaked through, trying very hard to do so in a purely clinical way and not think about how much he wanted to yank on one of Devon's nipple rings with his teeth. He definitely missed those nipples.


  Devon let out a gurgled sigh, his eyes closing again. "I love you."


  The words were obviously the confused babblings of someone who didn't even remember why they were where they were or what had happened to put them there. Scott had to believe that for his sanity. He had to ensure his intellect took control and not that damn red, thumping lump in his chest. Ghosting his fingers over Devon's brow, he remembered how beautiful he'd been on stage, his energy pumping the whole crowd into a frenzy. He was a born entertainer, a man meant to have an audience, yet he also seemed to thrive in the company of only Scott. Was it possible the two worlds could mesh into one extraordinary life?


  Scott was still lost in his contemplations when cold fingers wrapped around his wrist. He brought his attention back to Devon's face; two shiny dimples and gentle eyes looking back at him.


  "I meant it," Devon said softly. "I know your brain is logicalizing it, or whatever you wanna call it. But logical or not, I love you."


  "You should get some rest." Scott tried unsuccessfully to loose himself from Devon.


  "Just tell me you believe me. That's all I want." Devon held tight to Scott's hand, his thumb caressing back and forth over the delicate bones of Scott's wrist. It felt wonderful.


  Scott swallowed the lump in his throat, heart pounding and bashing against his ribcage, the sound echoing so loud in his ears he thought he might go deaf. "I'm too old to date rockstars."


  Devon shook his head slightly. His eyes appeared to be focusing better, his color wasn't so ghastly pale, and the maroon-shadowing around his bloodshot eye wasn't quite so startling. "I'm not a rockstar. I'm just Devon Ducaine, Mississippi boy. I like sunsets and puppies and long walks on the beach."


  Scott snorted despite wanting to at least keep his part of the situation serious. "Oh shut up." Then he was in Devon's arms, tightly suctioned to his naked chest, Devon's nose snuffling the side of his neck. "Devon… I can't do this. Please."


  Devon released him, but Scott only straightened-up half-way. Something desperate niggled at his brain, something he wanted to follow, but wanted to ignore at the same time. His heart swelled, his nerves buzzing and writhing, his lower extremities aching. He pressed his lips to Devon's in a totally involuntary act, all the emotions he'd been suppressing breaking through his intellect and bursting from his heart.


  He swallowed thickly, searching deeply for something in Devon's eyes. "Besides running around the world making people's ears bleed, what do you have to offer me?"


  "Lazy Sundays on the porch."


  Scott smirked and kissed Devon again, tongue sweeping inside then back out to lap at Devon's cut. "I like that, but what about honesty, Devon? Can you offer me that or do you still have things that are off the table?"


  "I honestly love you."


  "That's not going to work." Scott sat up cross-legged on the bed beside Devon. Devon rolled to his side, lifting his upper body and resting his head on his hand. "How about we start with why you were fighting with Shadow? I thought he was your best friend."


  "He is… was until you came along. You were the reason for our fight actually." Devon lay his head back down on the pillow, eyes hazy with exhaustion. Scott followed him down, positioning them face-to-face.


  "I don't see how that's possible."


  "Shadow just lost his wife. They've been together since high school." Devon paused, emotion peppering his words. Scott laid a hand on the side of his face, pushing back the unruly hair and letting his fingers linger. "He was angry that I was wasting something that he no longer had any control over. He told me I was being shallow and stubborn and just plain disagreeable when it came to you and that I should, and I quote, 'pull my head out of my ass and start groveling for forgiveness before I became an ugly, bitter old man who spent all his time arguing with the Sunday paper because he had no one else who gave a shit.' End of quote."


  "I think I like Shadow a lot."


  Devon smiled again, dimples flashing at Scott. "The point is he was right, and I'm sorry, and I want to come clean about everything."


  Scott popped out his bottom lip and pressed the side of his head further into his pillow. "Hmm. That sounds nice but how do we do it?"


  "Ask me anything."


  It was Scott's turn to grin, his brain working overtime with all the questions scrabbling around in his head, every single one more important than the next. He needed to pick and choose carefully. "Have you seriously never slept with a fan?"


  Devon licked at the cut on his lip. "Not intentionally."


  "That's so not an answer."


  "I mean I slept with someone who didn't know who I was in the beginning, but when they found out, they flipped from being satisfied with Devon to wanting more of Devastation. I ended it quickly."


  "What more did they want?"


  "Free tickets, free t-shirts, free backstage passes, free cars, free trips—"


  Scott's hand moved to the back of Devon's neck, fingers rubbing at the taut muscles. "I get the picture. So no free stuff for me?"


  "Anything for you."


  Discomfort was the word of the moment and Scott quickly pulled his hand away. No contact until you are absolutely sure and do not let him suck you in with his Southern charm, he reminded himself. "What about the band?"


  "The band?"


  "Did you really name it Smoky Grey after your cat?"


  Devon twisted his neck until his face was sucked into the pillow. His voice was barely audible. "Guilty."


  "That's so sweet," Scott said. Devon turned back to Scott, tiny smile playing on his lips. "And have you slept with any of those guys?"


  "Nope."


  "Not gay?"


  "Two of them are but it would have been like fucking a brother."


  "Do you have a brother?"


  "No. Only child."


  Hmm. He needed something meatier before he got down to business. "Do you get off strutting around on stage?"


  Devon's smile told Scott everything he needed to know. "It's an adrenaline thing for sure, and yeah, my wood sometimes goes to half-mast, but it's more that I love doing it than any one thing that sets it off."


  Scott chuckled but continued. "Are the sounds you make when you sing actual words or just screaming noise?"


  Devon full-out laughed at that. "A bit of both, but I do write all the songs and they are real songs. Not your thing, huh?"


  "God no. I swear I was picking blood out of my ears for days." Scott snorted while Devon's eyes opened wider.


  "Bastard," Devon said, mouth falling open while he reached over and cuffed Scott on the side of the head. He let his hand rest on Scott's shoulder. Scott kind of liked it.


  Focus. "Why the jazz club? Were you there looking for someone to hit on?"


  "Nope. I was tired and bored but didn't want to go anywhere loud and rowdy, so that's where I ended up. Second answer, I had no intention of getting my rocks off that night."


  Scott let his gaze drift so he wasn't meeting Devon's eyes. "Why me then?"


  Devon shrugged, fingers playing along the neck of Scott's t-shirt. "I was attracted to you. What else can I say? Just because I sing to 'bangers doesn't mean they're my type. You're my type."


  Steady. "I call bullshit, but I only have one more question."


  "Shoot."


  This was the toughie… the whole ball of wax… the revealing of the white elephant in the room—


  "Scott?"


  Oh yeah, focus. Scott drew in a breath, held it then asked, "Are you looking for something long-term or just the Saturday-Sunday routine that we've been playing?" all in one breath.


  Devon's face changed from confused to sincere in the blink of an eye. He molded his hand around the ball of Scott's shoulder and squeezed. "I want you every day of the week, Scott, and I don't mean that in just a sexual way. I want to build a life with someone and I'm hoping it's you."


  Scott couldn't answer the question yet. He just needed more time to let his brain catch up with his heart. "But what about the band? I read you were on hiatus or retired or whatever? What are you going to do now?"


  Devon's eyes pinpointed some far-off idea. "Maybe open my own bike shop or travel for a while, and then start it up. I have plans and the means to do them, but they're kind of contingent on someone I wanna spend more time with. Do you believe me now?"


  Scott wasn't ready to concede defeat, but he was almost there. He ignored Devon's question and continued his interrogation. "Anything else I should know before I decide your fate?" Being in charge was very cool.


  Devon narrowed his eyes in thought. "If you googled my name you might freak out a little."


  "More than finding out you're a rockstar?"


  "Maybe. Probably."


  "Something nasty or criminal?"


  "No, not quite."


  "So no jail time or prostitution?"


  Devon's snicker sounded like a strangled mouse trying to squeak. "No, sorry. I don't even jaywalk."


  "What might I find then?"


  "Hmm, let's see. There's a foundation for cancer research in the name of Rosemary Ducaine that just might have my name attached to it."


  "Charitable and loving to family. Nice."


  "Devastation Caine might have some charity work he does too, maybe in the wards of children's hospitals and hospices. Something he does twice a year at least."


  "So Devastation is actually a good guy, too? Another nice."


  Devon laughed. "He is. Just not so nice when his lover accuses him of doing nasty things with his groupies."


  "Groupies? That's way more intense than just fans."


  "Still haven't slept with any of them."


  "Anything else Devastation Caine might be known for?"


  "He has a moderately large bank account that he has to share with Devon Ducaine, plus a house on Maui, a condo in Venice, and a penchant to spoil those he loves."


  "Now you're just trying to win points."


  "Devon Ducaine, on the other hand, once won a high school science fair, likes spending Sundays in bed or on sunlit porches, and he thinks nerdy nature shows are keen. He also hopes one day to learn why list-making is so important and how he can offer his help when the people he loves are overcome with anxiety."


  Scott didn't know what to say. The word perfect came to mind but hell if he was going to say that to Devon. The man did not need his ego stroked anymore than he'd just done himself. Instead, he told the truth. "I'm speechless."


  Devon groaned. "Damn. That's not so good. I really need an answer before I pass out."


  "What was the question?" Scott tangled his fingers with Devon's on his shoulder.


  "Do you believe I love you?"


  "How can you say it so easily?"


  "Not everything in life has to be hard, babe."


  "You want a pre-nup, don't you?"


  Devon groaned again. "Scott."


  "I'm just… it's just that…" Scott sighed, moving their entwined hands between them. "The world can be a really ugly place. Do we even have a chance?"


  "All we can do is try." Devon's reassuring smile made Scott want to either smack him upside the head or kiss him until he turned blue.


  He chose cynicism over both. "You sound like you're going to burst into some God-awful Beatles song."


  Devon faked a gasp. "You don't even like the Beatles?"


  Scott finally returned Devon's smile. "I liked their matching outfits, very OCD."


  Devon closed his eyes, bringing Scott's hand to his lips. "I have a lot of work to do, don't I?"


  Scott moved in closer, rubbing his nose against Devon's in what was probably the biggest chick-move he'd ever made. "I believe you love me. I'm not over the shock that you do, but I believe you."


  "Do you forgive me?" Devon asked, his eyes blinking slower than before, heavy with sleep and more than likely tinges of concussion as well.


  Scott paused before letting his lips curl. "I forgive you."


  "And the love part?"


  He answered with a kiss, desperate, hungry but sweet at the same time. After pulling away, he rested his forehead against Devon's. "I love you, Devon, but if you ever lie to me again I swear you'll have to work the word de-nutted into your stage name."


  "Wow, vicious. I like."


  Scott noticed the increased heaviness in Devon's eyelids. Winding his hand around the back of Devon's head, he pulled him closer. "Perfect. My plan is working."


  "I love you," Devon slurred, "but I think I'm gonna pass out now."


  "Sleep."


  "…be here when I wake up?"


  "Probably."


  More slurring. "Shkott…"


  "I'm not going anywhere. Tomorrow's Sunday… best day of the week."


  THE END


  Author bio: K-Lee Klein has lived in one part of Western Canada or another for her entire life. She's a doting mother of three now-grown kids and has had characters and plots running around her head for as long as she can remember. She dipped her toe into the m/m authors' pool in August of 2011, was first published that December, and still can't believe she's supposed to think of herself as an author. She hopes to continue substituting her passion for writing beautiful, emotional men for her previous jobs as a hockey manager/coach, school band volunteer and overall chauffeur.


  K-lee lives with an overly-patient husband who totally does not get her thing for gay men, two spoiled but wonderful sons (who don't get it either), two also spoiled but beautiful cats, many phone calls with her daughter who has already left the nest, and an abundance of fabulous gay men—of all sizes and shapes—bouncing off the walls of her skull, competing for their turns to tell their stories. Currently she is being published by MLR and Less Than Three Press, and she's hoping her first paranormal book will be out in ebook and print by October 2012 - just in time for GayRomLit.


  Contact info:


  Website


  Blog


  Goodreads


  ****


  LEAD US NOT


  by Kate McMurray


  [image: ]


  Black and white photo of two nude men cuddling and kissing.


  [image: Request Letter-Vol 5_10 ]


  Dear Author,


  These guys have known each other since college. They fell in love and went to New York to follow their dreams of being models and actors. They thought nothing could break them apart, but life is filled with temptations. Can these two remain true to each other or will fame tear them apart forever (please HEA story only, and I don't approve of cheating, but if it happens I hope that two lovers can find a way to resolve things).


  Sincerely,


  Lily


  [image: Gen Info-Vol 5_10 ]


  genre: contemporary


  tags: actor; model; sweet; not explicit sex; established couple; New York


  word count: 12,752


  Back to Table of Contents


  


  

  LEAD US NOT


  by Kate McMurray


  JESS


  There's a deli on Rivington that has the best soup I've ever tasted. It's cheap, too. Or it is for me anyway, I think Mrs. Lowenstein, who runs the place, took pity after she saw the fingers on my gloves were just worn through and not those fancy gloves with the fingers deliberately left off. Sam says it's just as well because New Yorkers need to use their fingers so much, and if the fingers weren't worn through, I'd just be pulling my gloves on and off all day. Which, yeah, probably, but my hands sure get cold.


  So I'm drinking a cup of tomato basil, my favorite, and sitting at a table in the corner, just watching people. The table has tiling on it meant to look like the inside of a subway station, I think, all chipped blues and whites with mosaics of numbers and street names. That was the scariest thing to me when we first moved here, the subway I mean, but I got used to the noise, to the homeless guy at the Delancey stop who talks to wayward pigeons, to fearing that someone was going to come along and push me onto the tracks.


  This tall, lanky guy walks into the deli. I've seen him around before. Sam and I have been living in the Lower East Side long enough that it's starting to feel like its own small town. Maybe that's why I have a hard time with the subway, too; I don't like leaving the neighborhood. It's safe and familiar. There's a whole huge city out there, and it terrifies me.


  The lanky guy's name is Matt, which I know because he hit on Sam at a bar once when I was standing right there.


  Matt orders half a sandwich and a can of soda from Mrs. Lowenstein. He turns and gazes at me while he waits. "I know you, right?" he says.


  "Dunno."


  "You're the pretty little thing who buzzes around Sam Beatty. What are you, his assistant?" He leers at me.


  "I'm his partner." I muster up what I think is an appropriate amount of indignation. Sam and I don't really refer to each other this way—he usually introduces me to new people as his boyfriend—but I like the gravitas of partner, the permanence of it, and after eight years together, I think we've earned it.


  "Right," says Matt. He slides into the chair opposite me and traces the grout pattern in the tile on the table with his fingers. "Sam and I both auditioned for the same part last week."


  "Really?" I didn't see how that could be possible. Matt is so skinny, all long limbs, and he has tousled dark hair. Sam is bulkier, more filled out, and there is never a blond hair out of place. "Which part?"


  "Billy Bigelow in Carousel."


  "Oh." I want to disarm this guy. "Sam got a callback. Did you get a callback?"


  "No."


  Mrs. Lowenstein interrupts my smug victory when she calls for Matt to pick up his sandwich. He gets it to go. On his way out the door, he says, "I heard a rumor that one of the actors who got a callback fucked the producer. I'm not saying it was Sam, but..."


  I know he's just saying this to make me jealous, so I shrug. "Sam is completely faithful to me."


  Matt raises an eyebrow. "You sure about that?" Then he's gone.


  ****


  SAM


  The library has one VHS tape that displays in all its grainy, black-and-white glory the original 1945 production of Carousel, starring John Raitt as Billy. Through the haze, I can discern that he's handsome and his voice is smooth and robust. I don't always watch previous productions of shows I intend to star in; I want to add my own spin to any performance and not copy what's been done before. But I really want this part, and I need anything that will give me an edge. I'm too young, I've figured that much out, but I can play older. I'll have to. Every Broadway actor between the ages of twenty-five and forty-five auditioned for this role.


  John Raitt is soaring through his rendition of "If I Loved You" when Jess comes into our apartment. He pulls off those stupid fingerless gloves and tosses them on the kitchen counter before shrugging out of his coat. He's wearing a hang-dog expression.


  "Hey, babe," I say from where I'm sitting on the floor in front of the TV. "How was your go-see?"


  "They want someone younger," he says.


  I find this surprising. Jess is twenty-six, but he's still got a trace of teenage gangliness and such a pretty face that he could easily pass for a teenager. He's hardly changed at all since we met when he was eighteen. He often gets mistaken for being a teenager, in fact. Just last week, he got carded at a bar, and the bartender kept shooting me looks like I was some pedo. I'm only two years older than Jess, but that's often mistaken for ten.


  He drops onto the couch. It breaks my heart how sad he looks. I paused the tape.


  "Fashion week's coming up, right? You can get some runway work."


  He shrugs.


  "Jess," I say.


  He looks up at me. A tear smudges his eyeliner. He wipes it away, but that just makes it worse. He says, "This was never going to be a permanent career."


  "I know, but—"


  "I like doing photo shoots and stuff, but I'm only doing this modeling thing because no one will cast me for acting jobs."


  I nod. I know this. Everyone tells Jess that he's too pretty. I didn't think such a thing was possible, but apparently his more femme qualities stamp him as being gay, and his agent doesn't like that because he's only good for a narrow range of roles.


  Of course, it's these qualities that drew me to him to begin with.


  His eyes are amazing. That's what makes him a good print model. When you look at pictures of him, it's like he's looking into your soul. They're hazel, I guess, with green-ish accents, and I could stare at them all day.


  "Maybe I should go back to working at Lucky's," he says.


  He used to bar back at a gay bar in the East Village, but I talked him into quitting when I started getting enough acting work to support us. I know he doesn't like me to carry him, that he has a lot of stubborn pride that makes him want to earn his own money, but there's really no need for him to have a job on top of the modeling stuff. That, and I know he flirted with customers to get bigger tips; not to be a jealous asshole, but I'm not such a fan of that.


  "You don't have to do that," I say.


  "It'd be nice to have more money."


  "If I get this part, we won't have to worry about it."


  He sighs and crosses his arms over his chest.


  "What else is going on?" I ask.


  He looks at me, his expression surly, like he's looking for a fight, but he doesn't say anything.


  "Jess."


  "It really is nothing. I'm just in a bad mood. I'm sorry."


  "Hey, it's fine."


  I scoot back and then lift myself onto the couch. I put an arm around him. He leans his head on my shoulder, and the gesture is soft and familiar.


  "What are you watching?" he asks, placing a hand on my waist.


  "Carousel."


  "Doesn't the movie have the mom from The Partridge Family? And isn't it in color?"


  "It does, yeah, but this is recording of the original Broadway production. I'm studying."


  Jess nods, his face rubbing against my shoulder. "You think you'll get it?"


  "I'm going to do anything I can to get it."


  Jess lifts his head. "Anything?"


  I am not sure what he's implying. "Why do you think I'm studying?"


  He pulls away from me and squirms. He grabs the edge of his tee-shirt and pulls on it, his tell that he's nervous. "What about, you know. Like, the casting couch?"


  Is he really—? "Jess. You know that I would never—"


  "I know." He looks away.


  He doesn't know. That's what this is about. "It's sleazy, and it's sure to backfire. If I can't get this part on my merits as an actor, I don't want it. Besides, I'm with you. I would never cheat. You know that."


  He sighs and rests his head back on my shoulder again, but he's still twisting the edge of his shirt in his hands. "I know you wouldn't."


  "I love you."


  He presses his face into my neck. "Yeah," he says.


  ****


  JESS


  He was in a campus production of Hair, which seems both unlikely and kind of stereotypical now. Sixties nostalgia is so over, and the show doesn't make any sense, but everyone knows the cast gets naked, and I think that's why colleges still do it. Like there's something subversive about nudity, like we don't look in the mirror every day. But that was the first time I saw him. He played Berger and wore this ridiculous brown wig that went to his shoulder blades. He sang all the songs about having life and hair and how The Man was oppressing all the free-spirited youths in New York City. At the end of the first act, he dutifully disrobed with the rest of the cast. It was ridiculous. I was mesmerized. I came back every night they put on that show.


  I wanted to be that fearless.


  My roommate was in the ensemble, so he invited me to the cast party when the show wrapped. The party was held in the spartan apartment of one of the other cast members, where the walls had peeling paint and the furniture all looked like it had been passed to a succession of college students since the seventies. It was ugly but had that starving artist cachet. And there was Sam, standing as if under a spotlight, still in his makeup from the show but minus the insane curly wig. The peace sign drawn on his cheek was smudged, but I didn't mind. He had a crowd around him, everyone talking and laughing, him grinning.


  This would be a trend in the years to come. This still happens, in fact. Sam just has It. He's handsome and charismatic and everyone flocks to him. He knows how to talk to people, how to pretend to be interested in what they're saying, how to agree with them even if he doesn't. He's jovial and friendly, dishy when it's appropriate to be. He's everyone's favorite guy.


  At the time, I was a freshman theater major who hadn't managed to get cast in anything more exciting than a part as the Soothsayer in the drama department's production of Julius Caesar. My only line was, "Beware the Ides of March!" and I wore a robe that obscured my face.


  I was nervous about talking to him, but I couldn't stop staring. He noticed and looked over at me. Our eyes met.


  Geoff, my roommate, distracted me by handing me a red plastic cup. I sipped it. I had no idea what it was, but it tasted like fruit punch. "You're not trying to roofie me, are you?" I asked.


  Geoff laughed. "Nah, man. I'm trying to hook up with Julie, for one thing. But I know you don't like beer."


  He looked at me for a long moment and then followed my gaze, which had drifted back over to Sam. "Oh," he said softly. "Let me introduce you."


  That made me panic. "No, that's all right, I'll just—"


  I really would have been content with admiring from afar. Sam was really hot, blond with a square jaw and a fit body, and he had a self-assured confidence that I found was hard to look away from. I liked looking at him. But then, before I knew what was going on, Geoff had pushed me to be standing in front of Sam, just as the rest of his hangers on moved on to gawk at someone else.


  "Oh, hey Geoff," he said. He lowered his eyelids and smirked. "What have you brought me?"


  So I was the dessert course.


  "This is my roommate Jess," said Geoff. He glanced to his left. "Oh, hey, Julie!"


  And so suddenly, I was alone with Sam Beatty. I was also completely unable to speak. When I opened my mouth, no sound came out.


  "You're an actor?" he asked.


  "Theater major." My voice sounding choked. I cleared my throat. "I had a small part in Julius Caesar."


  Sam nodded. "A Shakespeare guy, eh?" He softly sang the first few lines of "What a Piece of Work Is Man?" from Hair. His voice was like caramel.


  "Ha, yeah," I said. I really had no idea what to say to him. He intimidated me. He was better looking than me, a better actor, a better singer, more popular, more successful. I knew even then he was going to be a star. I'd be lucky to get cast as a dead body.


  He started to talk, and I was having a hard time paying attention, because my mind swam with everything that was happening: he was talking to me, I was attracted to him, I had a hunch he was gay but I wasn't totally sure, I liked the smoothness of his voice, I liked the way his real hair fell on his forehead, I liked the way his tee-shirt fit over his pecs, I liked his long eyelashes, I was such a dweeb, I was too skinny, I was too small, I was too femme, he'd never like a guy like me.


  "I like Shakespeare," he was saying when I managed to tune back into his chatter. "I was in Twelfth Night when I was a freshman and..." He trailed off and stared at me for a long moment. "Gosh, you're pretty."


  I laughed, startled and surprised by his assessment. "Oh, shut up."


  He smiled. "No, I'm serious. Surely, people have told you that."


  My face heated up. I'd been hearing that description, "pretty," for most of my life, and I hated it. Girls were pretty. Men were strong and handsome. Sam was classically masculine and attractive, angular, big. He had broad shoulders defined muscles. He was everything I thought a man should be.


  I shrugged. "I get that a lot, I guess."


  "You say that like it's a bad thing. It's really not."


  Before I could stop myself, I said, "Pretty isn't hot. Pretty's what you call the nice-looking guy you don't want to sleep with."


  Sam's eyes widened. "I amend what I said, then. You're hot."


  "Really?" It was hard to contain my own skepticism. I felt like he was patronizing me.


  Sam laughed. "Yes, really. I really want to sleep with you. You are one hundred percent the type of guy I usually go for."


  I'm not sure what I said, but I think it was something bashful and self-deprecating. Or I stared at my feet, shuffled back and forth, and said nothing. I still didn't believe he could possibly be interested in me.


  But then he said, "I'll prove it." He grabbed my hand and pulled me through the crowd that had gathered in the room. "Hey guys! I gotta run. Great party. See you later."


  Then we were outside. I looked back at the building from which we'd just come and then looked at Sam. "Uh..."


  "You're the hottest guy I've ever seen. Don't let anyone ever tell you otherwise." Then he kissed me.


  ****


  SAM


  Tyler is standing in the middle of the studio stretching such that he has to be showing off before the rehearsal begins. The sunlight streaming in from the windows highlights his skin in a way that emphasizes how good-looking he is, makes his body seem to glow. Several people, other actors and company dancers, are looking on, not even pretending not to gawk.


  I hate Tyler.


  Part of me had hoped he was also auditioning for Billy, so that when I got the part he'd go away, but instead he's been cast as Enoch, and now we'll be sharing this space every day for the next three weeks.


  He's tall and thin and handsome in the way Hollywood actors are, though the dark shadow of a beard on his face is making me think he hasn't shaved in a week, and something about that is the epitome of arrogance and laziness that is Tyler.


  He smirks at me as I walk in.


  "Why Samuel! Rob told me you'd been cast. I'm delighted to be working with you again."


  "Likewise," I say, though obviously I'm not, and I'm pretty sure he knows this.


  He stretches by holding his elbow over his head and pressing down on it with his other hand. He stands on one foot for good measure. "How is the tiny boy you brought with you from Ohio?"


  "You mean Jess? My boyfriend?"


  "Oh, is that what we're calling him? Seems to me he's a pest." Tyler drops his arms and stands with both feet on the floor. "You could go to bed with a real man, you know."


  "Jess is a real man."


  Tyler tuts and turns away. "Well. My offer still stands if you need a change of scenery."


  You better believe I roll my eyes at that.


  It's handy that the nature of our roles means we won't share the stage much at all, and our first rehearsal goes pretty well. I'm basically done for the day and am in the process of changing out of my character shoes and into sneakers when Rob, the director, barks, "Sam!"


  I stand, just in my socks, and say, "Yes, sir?"


  "Will you show Tyler these steps?" His voice is full of exasperation.


  Tyler's a better singer than a dancer, and I guess the casting makes sense now because the part of Billy requires more dancing. It's clear soon enough that Tyler skipped the part of whatever dance classes he took in which they taught the ballet basics, because he isn't even placing his feet right. Rob explains what Tyler is supposed to be doing, so I try modeling the steps.


  When that doesn't work, I get frustrated. I drop to my knees and physically put Tyler's feet in the right spots. I realize too late that this puts me in very close proximity to him, and I can smell his sweat. I'm ashamed to find it arousing. I back away and say, "Keep your feet like that." I model the steps again. He's better this time, but he's not moving his hips at all, and it has the effect of making him look like he's stomping.


  "Now move your hips like this," I say, demonstrating.


  He stares at me and tries to ape the movement, but it's all wrong and he looks uncoordinated. Again, without thinking about it, I grab his hips and move them the way they should move.


  His skin is warm under the soft fabric of his yoga pants. His hipbones seem sharp, too. Hell, his whole body is hard, which is evident up close. And I do mean his whole body; the fabric of his pants can't hide his erection. I've been in enough dance classes that I know this is hardly unprecedented, but I have to fight to keep my eyes away from it.


  "Better," Rob says. "Now pretend Sam is Carrie."


  Tyler chokes on his laugh. The actress playing Carrie, a gorgeous girl named Evie, is close to a foot shorter than I am. But Rob glares at us, so Tyler obeys, moving behind me and putting a hand on my waist. I don't know these steps well, and it's clear that Tyler is supposed to lead me, so I do my best to follow him through the routine. He is improving; he already looks less awkward than he did earlier in the rehearsal.


  When Rob is satisfied, he declares us done for the day. Tyler says, "Thanks."


  "No problem."


  He follows me back over to my shoes. "Look, I know you don't like me."


  I shrug. I figure, though, that it's a good idea to bury the hatchet, particularly if we're going to have to work together after all. "Just don't make fun of Jess, all right? Leave him out of this and we'll get along fine."


  I sit on the nearby folding chair. I pull my sneakers on, aware that Tyler is hovering over me. I opt to ignore him. I grab my bag and stand up.


  But he's right there. He's standing very close to me. Considering all the ways he touched me while we were dancing, his invading my personal space doesn't feel as weird as it should.


  Man, he's hot. The beard makes him look masculine instead of scruffy. His blue eyes are piercing.


  "Let's leave Jess out of this," he says. He leans in.


  I hop back and throw my bag over my shoulder. I move toward the door.


  He chases after me. "I'm sorry, Sam. I'm so sorry."


  When he doesn't say anything more, I glance back to look at him. His gaze is cast downward and he's chewing on his thumbnail.


  I sigh. "It's all right."


  "I like you."


  "I know. But I'm in a relationship. I'd like you a lot more if you respected that."


  "I do." At my dubious glare, he adds, "I will. I promise. Friends?"


  I don't want to be Tyler's friend, but in the spirit of show camaraderie, I nod. When he extends a hand, I shake it.


  ****


  JESS


  After finally getting some work—four modeling gigs during Fashion Week, so nothing permanent, but decent money just the same—all I really want to do is go home and go to bed. I spent most of my last go-see of the day dreaming of my soft, warm bed at home, perhaps with my sexy boyfriend—partner—there, but that's not even a requirement. I'm so tired I can barely keep my eyes open. But Sam called just before I got on the subway and asked me to meet him at a bar on Ludlow, so even though I don't want to, I'm headed there instead of home.


  Sam's not there yet when I get to the bar, but Matt sure is. He's sitting on a stool, sipping from a beer, and he gives me such a lecherous once over as I walk in that it makes my skin crawl. I look around, hoping Sam really is there but not in my initial line of sight. Unfortunately, it's a small bar. Unless he's in the bathroom or hiding behind the jukebox, he's not here yet.


  "So we meet again," says Matt.


  I'm sure it's a coincidence—we all live in the same neighborhood, there's no reason for us not to run into each other—but I wonder sometimes if Matt is stalking me. Or, more likely, if he's stalking Sam. I shrug to acknowledge I heard him.


  "You know, I don't know your name," he says.


  "Jess."


  "Is that short for something?"


  It is, but I hate my real name, and I sure as hell don't want to give Matt the power of knowing it. The only people in the world who know my real name are my parents and Sam. I shrug again.


  "Look, maybe we got off on the wrong foot," Matt says. "Can I buy you a beer?"


  I glance back out the glass door. I don't see Sam coming. And, well, free alcohol. "No, but you can buy me a cocktail." He owes me for all the anguish he's caused.


  I haven't mentioned to Sam that I keep running into him. I bet Sam doesn't even remember his name. Not that Sam and I have had much time to talk these days, since he's in rehearsal all the damn time. This is the first time all week he's left the studio before dark. Or it would have been if he were here, but he's not. I wonder how much longer he'll be.


  "Not gonna lie," Matt says once I've got a gin and tonic in-hand. "Sam is hot. I'd give anything to—"


  "He's off the market."


  "Yeah, I get that." He looks over at me. I don't like his gaze. It seems to be analyzing me carefully, scanning for flaws and imperfections or whatever it is about me that he's going to exploit for personal gain. Or, I don't know, he's probably just trying to figure out what Sam sees in me. He nods as if he's figured it out. "You are very pretty."


  I like when Sam calls me pretty now, but the word on Matt's lips sounds like an insult. I bristle.


  Matt doesn't seem to notice. "How long have you been together?"


  "Long time. Since college. We moved here together."


  Matt stares into his beer glass. "Ah. So you've never had the strange and wonderful experience of dating in New York."


  "No." But I figure it's just as well. I've heard horror stories.


  Sam comes in then. The first thing he does when he gets to me is pull me off my stool and into his arms. He folds me into a tight hug. Everything about this is familiar, from the fabric of the tee-shirt he's worn a hundred times to the smell of him to the way the stubble on his chin scrapes over my forehead when he sort of nuzzles at me. It's weird because it's so public, but then I decide that I can exploit the moment, really prove to Matt that Sam is mine. I hug Sam back tight. I glance at Matt over his shoulders.


  "So sorry I'm late," Sam says. "Sick passenger on the subway."


  It wouldn't even have occurred to me to ask, but now doubt creeps in. Could something else have detained him? I think back to what Matt said about someone sleeping with the director to get the part. It's probably some actress. Sam would never. He said he wouldn't and I believe him.


  When he steps back, Sam looks at me and then follows my gaze toward Matt. "Uh, do I know you?"


  Matt looks startled. "I guess not. I live in the neighborhood. I'm Matt."


  "How was rehearsal?" I ask, both because I want to know and because I want to rub in that Sam got this part over Matt.


  "Not so great. Tyler's still being a dick. Then I kept flubbing the words to 'If I Loved You,' which is dumb because I totally know what they are."


  He puts an arm around me and pulls me close, so I kiss his cheek and put my arms around his waist. I try to comfort him without saying anything, because he doesn't need my platitudes, just my support and love. I remind myself that he's working hard, but he always comes home to me, and he's never done anything suspicious. I try to tell the doubts in my mind to shut up and calm down. Being in Sam's arms is familiar and comforting and just exactly the same as always. The way it should be.


  Without loosening his hold, he orders a scotch and soda from the bartender. Then he kisses the top of my head and eases away.


  I glance at Matt. He is staring into his pint glass.


  Sam sits on a stool with his legs wide and motions for me to come near him. He's barely aware that Matt is even there, which fills me with a perverse glee. The bartender slides him his drink, and he takes a sip. Then he puts his hands on my waist and pulls me close to him. When he's seated like this, our faces are at about the same height. He kisses me for longer than is probably appropriate in public.


  When I glance back at Matt, he's scowling.


  Sam suddenly realizes Matt is still there. He pushes me away gently, but keeps a hand on my waist. He says, "So, Matt, what do you do?"


  "Uh." Matt takes a sip of his beer. "I'm an actor."


  "So are we," says Sam, in a "you don't say..." tone.


  "I hardly act anymore," I point out. "I mostly do modeling gigs these days." I feel like such an ass when I say that. Modeling still sometimes feels like the consolation prize. I'm attractive enough to be on TV or in magazines, but not talented enough to actually get cast in anything besides the occasional commercial. Not to mention, as my agent keeps pointing out, I have a very specific look. I tried making myself look more generic for a while, but that didn't change jack, so I just do what feels natural now. Which means I look like a pretty weirdo.


  I'm fully aware that this career has a shelf-life, too. No one wants to hire a model with gray hair and crow's feet unless it's to do Viagra commercials, which, no thanks.


  Sam smiles at me. "And someday, you're going to be in just your underwear on a billboard in Times Square and we'll both be able to retire."


  "Ha," I say. "You'll have to settle for me walking during Fashion Week." I rattle off the names of the designers I booked shows with.


  Sam's eyes widen. "That's amazing. Congratulations!" Then he laughs. "I do love telling people that my boyfriend is a model. You're so hot, of course they booked you." Sam kisses my cheek.


  Matt glares.


  ****


  SAM


  We didn't sleep together the first night. When we got back to my room, Jess got bashful. We didn't sleep together after our first official date, either. Jess begged off. After that kiss the night we met, we didn't even kiss again until after the second date. I started to wonder if I had bad breath or something. And then I figured it out.


  On our third date, I took him for ice cream at the local creamery. I watched him lick ice cream off his fingers and the cone and it was about the most erotic thing I had seen in my life to that point. He was so goddamn beautiful it hurt to look at him. In those days, his light brown hair was always artfully disheveled, and he had a light dusting of freckles over the bridge of his nose. Plus, I really liked him. A lot of that was intangible and tangled up with lust, but he was affable and had a self-deprecating sense of humor. These were all qualities I admired.


  So I said, "It's okay to admit that you're a virgin."


  He almost dropped the cone, but I reached out and grabbed his hand before he could. Ice cream dripped onto my fingers, but I didn't care. He just stared at me.


  "I want to be the man who... shows you," I said.


  He continued to not say anything, although he turned his intense stare toward his ice cream cone and my hand, which was still cupped around his.


  "I know that all the gay guys on this campus act like they're total sluts," I went on, "but most of them have even less experience than you do, I'm guessing. I know it can be intimidating, but the guys around here are all talk."


  Jess hadn't blinked in at least a minute, as far as I could tell. He looked back at me. "But you're not a virgin," he said quietly.


  "No."


  He nodded slowly.


  "But I think it's better this way," I said. "This way we won't both be just fumbling in the dark. I know a few tricks I think you'll like."


  He smiled faintly, but his shoulders relaxed. He pulled his hand away and resumed eating his ice cream.


  Not that I was even that worldly, but at twenty, I thought I had it all figured out. And what I knew then was that I'd known that fear once, had gone through these first steps into really owning my sexuality already. I knew that, to Jess, everything must have felt capital-I Important.


  I wanted to treat this like it was no big deal, but my stomach was churning, too. Jess wasn't just some guy. I had real feelings for him. I saw our relationship going somewhere.


  I wanted this to be no big deal because that's how the first time was for me. My first lover had been some guy I'd met when I was seventeen and so horny my skin itched.


  And yet.


  "We could have something great," I said. "We could be great together."


  "Yeah?" he said, taking a bite out of the cone.


  "Yeah. You and me. Love story for the ages."


  He smiled, genuinely this time.


  ****


  JESS


  During his last two years in college, Sam lived in a standard-issue off-campus apartment with three roommates and a big shaggy dog. He had his own room, luckily. I had that room memorized. I knew where the floor was scuffed, where the wall was nicked, where Sam had a tendency to toss his shirts when he took them off. We were in that room the afternoon I helped him pack for a three-week trip to upstate New York, where he'd be playing Biff in a summer stock production of Death of a Salesman. We'd been dating about three months by then.


  I was terribly sad that he was leaving. The semester was winding down, but my parents lived thirty miles away from campus, so I wasn't going far. I'd gotten a job at a bookstore in town, in fact. The plan was for Sam to come back after his summer stock gig and work as a counselor at a theater camp nearby, so we'd still get to spend the rest of the summer together. But those three weeks stretched before us then like an eternity.


  "I'm coming back," he said.


  "I know." But why was I so upset?


  "I'll miss you," he said.


  I supposed that was the issue. I reached over and put a hand on his shoulder. "Me too."


  "You'll miss yourself?"


  I laughed and pulled him into a hug. "I'll miss you."


  He laughed with me and hugged me tightly. "I'm totally reachable by phone, you know. Call me anytime. Your parents get on your nerves, your job sucks, even if you're just bored, you can call me. Okay?"


  I pressed my cheek into his shoulder. The fabric of his tee-shirt was soft and he smelled wonderful, like sweat and minty aftershave. Warmth spread through my chest as I touched him, as I pressed against him, as I let his words settle in my brain, in my heart. Then the thought just popped into my head:


  I love you


  In books and movies, they always say, "You just know." I always thought that was bunk, because how would you know if you love someone? With family, it was just this innate thing, something I felt without thinking about it. With a boyfriend, I figured it would have to happen over time, that I'd slowly come to realize it after weeks of going on dates and hanging out together, that it would be this process. But, no. It just... happened. I love you. Just like that.


  And suddenly I was paralyzed. I couldn't possibly say that out loud. What if Sam didn't love me back? What if my brain was just being crazy?


  He kissed the top of my head. "Hey, Jess?"


  "Mmm?"


  "Before I go, I have to tell you something. It's kind of a weird thing, and it's hard to say, but I thought that you should know."


  Panic set in. I pulled away from him as my pulse kicked up, as my veins suddenly went icy cold. He had bad news. The expression on his face—the furrowed brow, lip-between-the-teeth look I'd figured out meant he was nervous or worried about something—gave him away. I hadn't thought that this moment had been leading toward a breakup—we'd had a conversation just the week before in which we agreed that we should stay together through the summer even though we wouldn't see each other much—but suddenly I worried that he was about to leave me. That he'd gotten into my head somehow and read my mind and now was freaking out.


  He said, "I think that I'm falling in love with you."


  That was about the last thing I expected. I was so surprised that I laughed.


  He frowned. "Aw, Jess. It wasn't that funny."


  Nerves were making me laugh even harder.


  Sam threw his hands in the air. "Fine, forget it. I take it back. Ha ha."


  It took some effort, but I managed to catch my breath and stand up straight. "No, no, you don't get it. I... I'm in love with you, too. I was just... it's such a relief. It's great!" I meant what I said. I couldn't keep the smile from my face.


  He still looked at me doubtfully, so I grabbed his face and kissed him hard, hoping to assuage his fears. He wrapped a hand around my wrist and pushed me away slightly.


  "Holy shit, really?" he said.


  "Yeah. I love you, Sam. I really do."


  Then he laughed and kissed me again. "I love you, too. I love you, I love you, I love you! Man it feels great to say that. I think I'll say it a hundred more times."


  He didn't get a chance, because then we started making out. But that was maybe one of the greatest moments of my whole life.


  ****


  SAM


  On the way to rehearsal, I see a scarf in the gutter. It's more an ornamental than a practical scarf, made of some kind of thin, green material with silvery stripes woven throughout. It's just the sort of thing that Jess would wear. I briefly wonder if it's his and he lost it, but that minty green is one of his least favorite colors. Actually, now that I think about it, he hasn't worn any of those sparkly scarves in a while. He's squirreling away his money, maybe, not spending it on frippery like that. Which is a shame, because I've always liked how he looked in a scarf.


  I ride the train uptown and wish that I could see Jess instead of going to rehearsals. We haven't seen much of each other lately. I'm glad he has steady work, but I miss him being around at home during the day.


  I forgot my book at home, so I'm stuck looking at the ads on the train. It's the same typical stuff: community colleges, dentists, beer. The city recently launched a campaign to help victims of domestic violence, and there's one ad with a somewhat disturbing photo of a young man with a black eye and a split lip. The copy is in Spanish, so I'm not entirely sure what it says, something about there being no shame in seeking help. It takes me a moment to feel disgusted that I'm assessing how those cuts and bruises could have been added with makeup or Photoshop. Am I really that cynical? Is this what New York has done to me?


  When we first moved here, it felt like it was me and Jess against the world. Lately, it feels like the world might win.


  Of course, Tyler is already at the studio when I get there. He's practicing a dance routine right there in the middle of the floor. He's flubbing every fifth step or so, turning his foot in when it should be turned out. I shout this at him, which only makes him stop and stare at me. I wave, hoping that will get him to go back to what he was doing, but instead he just stands there, his feet in an awkward ballet third position.


  I want to yell at him. His reappearance in my life has disrupted things in a way I don't like.


  The director keeps asking us to help each other out, and I think he's getting off on the tension between me and Tyler. The actress playing Carrie has the flu, and though she showed up for rehearsal, she was sent home promptly so as to not make the rest of the cast sick. So I, of all people, am standing in for her during one scene, trying to show Tyler dance steps he should have mastered a week ago, each of us all up in each other's dance space.


  "Frame!" I shout at Tyler. I jostle his arms. "If you hold your arms more stiffly, that keeps distance between us, and you won't keep stepping on my foot."


  Tyler grunts but holds his dance frame correctly.


  "Come on, Ty, this is Dance 101."


  That's when it occurs to me that Ty is deliberately flubbing to get closer to me. There's no way a guy this inept would ever get cast in a role in a Broadway production that required this much dancing, not unless he were Hollywood famous, which Tyler definitely isn't. Lots of good actors auditioned for the part, guys I know who can sing and act and dance with the best of them. Which means Tyler can't be as clumsy as he seems.


  I'm thinking about this while I demonstrate something, and it literally trips me up. I falter, shake my head, and manage to do it correctly, but I'm unnerved by this new realization. Tyler has a thing for me, but would he really disrespect Jess this way after I told him not to?


  After rehearsal, Tyler sidles up to me and says, "I've got a bead on small part in a movie."


  "Yeah? You planning to quit this one-horse town for the bright lights of Hollywood?"


  He shrugs. "Maybe."


  I wasn't expecting him to say yes. Most of the theater actors I've met, especially the gay ones, will do the occasional TV appearance but don't really to want to venture into film. I can't imagine giving up a major supporting role in a Broadway musical for a small part in a movie. Plus, I don't like Tyler, but if he leaves, we're kind of screwed.


  "Really?" I say.


  "Entertaining the possibility. My agent is tight with this casting director. I'd be playing the gay sidekick to the female lead in a rom com."


  I sit down to change out of my character shoes. "Well, gee. That's not a walking stereotype."


  "It's a role. It pays more than playing second-fiddle to you on a stage." He spits out the words, sounding not a little bitter.


  I scoff. I put my shoes in my bag and slip on a pair of sneakers.


  "Sorry," he says. "Look, it's a good opportunity, good exposure. I'm sick of struggling to pay rent every month. I bet you are, too. I can get you an appointment with the casting director."


  "What, and leave all this?" I gesture around the room. The studio is clean and well-lit, but plain, the floors scuffed. It's every studio I've ever been in, basically. A thousand grueling rehearsals play through my memory.


  Tyler rolls his eyes. "Sure, this is every theater geek's dream, huh? Maybe this was what you aspired to when you were a sixteen year old plaintively singing along to the Les Mis soundtrack and gazing out your bedroom window, but I want bigger things for myself. Besides, revivals like this are on their way out. You can't put a show on Broadway without a big name anymore."


  "That's not true." But I know better.


  "It is true. You do something spectacular, and you're just another kid who came to the big city in search of a dream that can never be fulfilled." He shrugs. "I'm just trying to keep my options open."


  "Yeah."


  "Feel free to continue trying to live your hopeless dream." He turns on his heel and starts to waltz out of the studio. Before he goes through the door, he turns his head and says, "But holler if you want to talk to this casting director."


  And damned if I'm not tempted.


  ****


  JESS


  Sam is out of sorts when he gets home but won't say what's bugging him.


  I don't feel like talking anyway. I'm exhausted. That's pretty stupid, because all I did today was walk back and forth down a twenty-four-foot catwalk five times, when you think about it. Sure, there were three hair-and-makeup sessions and four wardrobe changes and lots of backstage chaos. One of the designers yelled at me for almost five minutes because I've got a tattoo on my hip that showed in the stupid low-waist pants she put me in, and there was apparently nothing in my dossier that said I had a tattoo. But most of the physical activity I had today was walking twenty-four feet and then walking back.


  I have to do a trunk show tomorrow. This means I'll be on my feet all day and I have to be outgoing and friendly, and I find that exhausting, too. I'm not naturally an extrovert. I got into acting because it gave me a chance to be someone else. Modeling is like acting in a lot of ways, because you have to be a chameleon, you have to look how the designer wants you to look. In the years I've been modeling, I've gained and lost weight, my hair has been died six different colors, I've gotten my photo taken in various states of dressed and undressed, I've had every part of my body painted with makeup, I've been rendered completely unrecognizable. I'm a vessel for a product. It sounds weird, but I like that aspect of modeling.


  People assume models are narcissistic and arrogant. This is rarely true in my experience.


  Sam is quiet through dinner, and quiet as we watch a stupid reality show on TV, and quiet as we climb into bed, and finally I can't take the quiet any longer and I say, "Did something happen at rehearsal?"


  "No, it was fine."


  "Did something happen outside of rehearsal?"


  He hesitates. He says, "Eh, not really."


  I'm not sure if I should push this. I'm tired and cranky enough that I might say something to start a fight, which I can't deal with right now. But there's that doubt again, wondering what he's hiding from me, wondering if it's as bad as I fear. In the end, I don't pursue it because I don't want to know the answer, don't want to know if I'm right. I settle onto the mattress and pull the covers up to my shoulders.


  He flips off the bedside lamp, which pretty effectively tells me that we're just going to sleep. Fine by me. But then he says, "Is this enough?"


  "Is what enough?"


  "What we have."


  "Yes." Although I don't know what he means. What we have in our relationship has been enough for a long time, and I demonstrate that by rolling over and snuggling with him. He puts an arm around me.


  Sam was my first everything. I can't imagine wanting anything else.


  But maybe he's asking about the apartment or money or our jobs. Maybe he's asking about something he wants that I can't give him. I don't know. He doesn't elaborate.


  "Are you unhappy?" I ask.


  "How could I be? I have you, I have a great job, I live in New York. I have everything I ever wanted."


  It takes me a few minutes to realize he didn't actually answer the question. By then, he's asleep.


  ****


  SAM


  The plan was for us to move to New York and become actors, but it became obvious pretty quickly that Jess was always going to struggle with getting work. When his agent suggested he start taking modeling jobs, I told him he should. I, meanwhile, am far more generic-looking, which I guess gave me an edge as far as casting went, or at least more options. The theater world is strange that way. For all that people will tell you talent matters over looks, that casting is blind, that doesn't actually pan out most of the time.


  We'd been in New York about a year when reality came calling, and we had to adjust our expectations. We were so fucking naive. People tried to tell us that it wouldn't be easy, and we ignored them because we were young and in love and everything seemed possible. But a year of sharing a shitty studio apartment, living mostly on ramen noodles and peanut butter sandwiches, has a way of running you down.


  It was around that time that I got my first break. I landed a role in an off-Broadway play that wasn't very good but still ran 149 performances. I had a co-star, a super hot Japanese guy who I thought was brilliant. He'd struggled to get roles despite his immense talent because, he said, no one wanted to cast Asian actors. He also had an apartment near Lincoln Center. When I asked what he had done to earn enough money for that, he said, "I don't have any furniture." I worried that this would be my fate as well—not a lot of gay leading men in Hollywood.


  In those days, we'd walk around our neighborhood and Jess would torture himself by looking at the fine clothes in shop windows. We'd walk up to fine restaurants and consider the menus posted outside as if eating there were a viable option. We'd pretend we had access to all of the wonderful things we imagined we'd have when we moved to the city, even though we had nothing.


  Change came gradually. I got better at auditioning, better at coping with competition I hadn't had back in Ohio, better at choosing roles I'd be well suited for. Jess started modeling and took the bar back job. We moved into a better apartment—still in an old tenement building, because we liked the Lower East Side, but a clean one-bedroom.


  Those lean years, they sucked in a lot of ways. There were weeks when we couldn't afford groceries, days when we had to mend clothes ourselves because they'd torn but we couldn't replace them, months when all we could do was worry about when our next paycheck would come. But through all of it, we had each other. We'd spend three dollars on a movie rental and huddle on the battered futon that doubled as our bed while we watched it, and we'd hold each other and laugh and make love when it was over. There always seemed to be the potential for something, and I don't think either of us ever gave up hope that someday, we'd both be greater than this, that our time was coming.


  Now the time has come. I have enough money in my bank account to buy Jess all the sparkly scarves he wants. Instead, though, I'm lying awake in bed one night—in a real bed, because we chucked the old futon when we moved—and he's fast asleep, turned away from me, snoring softly. I examine his back, because that's what there is to look at. He's still super thin, but not as starved-looking as he once was. At first glance, he's more muscle than bone. His hair—dyed a rich dark brown—is a little on the long side these days and the edges of it touch his pillow and cover his long neck, which leads to his narrow shoulders and the long line of his naked back, which is all I can see. He's so beautiful. I still ache sometimes when I look at him.


  I roll onto my side and put a hand on his waist. He stirs but doesn't wake up, because he's used to these late night intrusions. I scoot over and press my front to his back, pull him into my arms. He murmurs something but stays asleep. I press my hand to his stomach. I take his hand. I hold him close. I kiss his shoulder.


  "You okay?" he asks sleepily.


  "Fine. Just getting comfortable."


  "Mmm." Then he's asleep again.


  I love this man so much. I have, I think, since the moment I first set eyes on him. Now we're poised to have everything we ever wanted. Except maybe each other—we're drifting apart. That sense that the two of us are a team out to conquer the world, out to save each other, we don't have that anymore. We just drift along, go to work, come back at night. We exist. It's not like it used to be, because it doesn't have to be that way anymore. And it breaks my heart.


  ****


  JESS


  Sam's been acting weird all morning, quiet and kind of distant, but I'm still afraid to ask him what's wrong. It's a cliché, isn't it, this fear? Like I'm a lonely housewife just waiting to find lipstick on her husband's collar. But I can't shake the idea that he's hiding something—maybe not infidelity, but something—and I can't bring myself to find out what.


  He stands in the kitchen and pours himself a bowl of cereal. I grab a sticky bun from the fridge and eat it with my hands while I lean on the counter and watch him. He turns around and gives me a little half-smile. All these years of living together means this isn't awkward like it was sometimes when we first moved here together, when we were so worried that one wrong move would mean the end of everything.


  He says, "I found out yesterday. We're going on the road. Two weeks in San Francisco and then two weeks in Chicago. We leave three weeks from Friday."


  My heart sinks. On the one hand, maybe that's all that his weird behavior signifies. On the other, I hate when he goes out of town. "Oh."


  "You could come with me, you know. Evie is bringing her husband."


  "But then I won't be working."


  "I told you. You don't have to work. With what we've got in savings and what I'm making on this show, we're good."


  Both choices feel wrong. "Let me think about it."


  Sam puts his bowl on the counter and walks toward me. "I hope that you do. Really think about it. I want you to come with me. I understand if you can't. But we never see each other anymore, or it sure feels that way, and this could be good for us."


  "You'll be working the whole time. Rehearsals, performances. What will I do?"


  He shrugs. "Enjoy yourself. Be a tourist. Take some time off from working."


  That sounds perfectly boring. "I don't know..."


  He puts his hands on my waist and then swoops down and kisses me. "Think about it, Jess. Okay?"


  "I'll think about it."


  I'm still thinking about it five hours later when I get hungry for lunch and go to the deli on Rivington. Mrs. Lowenstein put up a sign advertising a special: a cup of tomato soup plus a grilled-cheese sandwich. I've got just enough cash in my wallet to make that happen.


  I'm about halfway into it when the bell over the door rings and Matt waltzes in. He doesn't even pretend to be surprised, just walks right over to my table and sits across from me. "We have got to stop running into each other like this."


  "I agree."


  He smirks. "You're not just a little happy to see me?"


  I shrug. I want to say "no," but I don't want to be rude. I take a bite of my sandwich and add, "Sam's not here."


  "I know. He's not the one I want to see."


  That surprises me. I swallow and put my sandwich down. He gets up without explaining himself and walks up to the counter. I hear him ordering corned beef, and then he's back, smiling at me.


  Does he not learn? I don't get why he's transferred his affections from Sam to me, but either way, it's creepy and weird that he's pursuing me now, because I'm not any less single than Sam is. If that's even what this is, which I can't really tell. Matt has certainly gone into flirt mode—I see this expression on the face of guys who hit on Sam all the time.


  We eat in silence for a few moments. Then he says, "You seem sad."


  "I'm all right."


  He nods. "We're friends, yeah? You can tell me what's going on."


  "It's nothing." I want to shout, Back off, creep!


  But he's got kind of a soft expression on his face, his eyebrows raised as if to say, "I am not a threat." "Well. How's your day so far?"


  It's an underhanded way of asking the same question. I could reflexively say, "Good," but he already knows that's a lie. "Sam's going on the road with the show. He'll be gone a month."


  "That bites. I'm sorry."


  Matt's basically the last person who should be helping me make a decision, but still I say, "Sam thinks I should go with him."


  "Could be fun."


  "Yeah. I've never been to San Francisco. Sam says I could be a tourist. Take a break from working."


  "Sam says. What do you say?"


  "I haven't decided."


  Silence stretches out around us a like a cat waking up from a nap. I glance out the front window and watch people bustle by. There aren't a lot of offices in this part of the city, so everyone outside looks like a young hipster killing time while he lives off a trust fund and pursues something artistic.


  "You always do what Sam says?" Matt asks.


  "No." Although I kind of do. Sam usually knows what's right. I know how that sounds, but it honestly doesn't bother me. I can make a decision when it matters. Current evidence to the contrary.


  I start to doubt myself as Matt stares at me skeptically.


  "That doesn't get tired?" he says. "Always doing what your boyfriend tells you to do?"


  "Why do you care?"


  He shoots me a little half-smile. "You intrigue me, Jess. I've never met anyone like you."


  I don't know how to respond to that, so I don't say anything.


  He picks it up anyway. "The latest GQ. There's a cologne ad. I forget the name of the cologne, but there's a black and white picture of a guy. Of you."


  "I told you I model."


  "You're gorgeous. I don't know why I didn't notice sooner."


  The sincerity in his voice puts me on edge. I want to turn him down, tell him to fuck off, tell him I want no part of his friendship or anything else he's offering. But turning guys down, which doesn't happen that often, is like a routine. I've got Sam at home. But do I really? Things with us have been weird lately. I still love him with all my heart, but he won't even tell me what's going on. Something is definitely up with him, but he won't tell me what it is. Even if it's not what I think, if he won't tell me, what kind of relationship do we have?


  I look at Matt, who really isn't bad looking. He's handsome, actually, in sort of a bland, unthreatening way.


  Matt pulls something out of his pocket and hands it to me. I pick it up and see it's a business card.


  "You feel like making decisions without Sam, give me a call," he says. Then he gets up and leaves the deli.


  ****


  SAM


  It's easy enough to throw myself into rehearsal to put my mind off the sinking feeling that I'm about to lose everything. Part of me knows I'm being melodramatic, but the conversation I had with Jess this morning about him coming with me on the road makes me think it's all just sand slipping through my fingers. He's seemed sad lately, but I don't know why. We hardly see each other unless we're in bed together, but even then, we haven't had sex in a while because we've both been so tired.


  I'm only twenty-eight. I can't be half of an old married couple.


  I don't see Tyler at all until I'm about to go. "You okay?" he asks. He follows me into the hallway.


  "Rough day," I say, pushing the button for the elevator.


  He nods and hoists his bag over his shoulder. "Anything I can do?"


  I turn to tell him off, but then the elevator pings. The doors slide open and I walk onto it. Tyler follows.


  There's nothing Tyler can do, although suddenly, I flash on some moments in rehearsal when I was teaching him the dances, when our bodies were close and the smell of him, of what we could be together, was all around us. Without wanting to, I think about him naked, about fucking him. He just stands there and smiles at me.


  The elevator pings again and the doors open to the building's lobby. I walk through it and wave at the doorman. Tyler trails after me, following me out onto the sidewalk.


  I think about everything he represents. He's a successful actor. He's done lots of Broadway. He's going to be in a movie. He knows a casting director. He wants me. He wants to help me succeed. He wants me sexually. He's not Jess. He's not Jess. He wants me.


  I start to panic. I should turn away and walk toward the subway or, even better, just walk downtown to my apartment and blow off this steam. What I should do is call Jess, have him meet me at the bar—no, wait, too many other gay guys there, too many distractions. What I should do is grab takeout, take it home, eat with Jess, make love to him like the world is ending, and fix my fucking life so I'm not so unhappy, because I have everything and yet I'm miserable suddenly.


  But what I do instead is stand on that sidewalk, look at Tyler, and say, "I don't know."


  "What don't you know?" he asks, taking a step forward.


  "Anything. What I'm doing. If I need help."


  "Are you asking for help? Because you've helped me so much that it's only fair for me to return the favor."


  "Maybe."


  He reaches over and dusts something off my shoulder. He smiles.


  "I should go," I say, gathering my wits finally.


  "Okay. I'll see you tomorrow." Then he steps forward again.


  I know he's going to hug me before he moves to do it, then I let him hug me, then I let him kiss my cheek, then I turn my face, then he's about to kiss me.


  I hop away.


  He's not Jess.


  That's what's wrong with my life. That's the problem. I have everything except Jess. He'll be there at home, he'll come running if I call him, but I don't really have him because of this weird distance between us, like the creaks of a house settling at night. I have this great job and these opportunities, but the love of my life is drifting away from me. I'd give up all of it and move back to Ohio in a heartbeat if it meant I got to keep Jess. Because he's what really matters to me, he's why I do all these things, he's why I wake up in the morning and come home at night. I have to fix this, I have to fix us. Then I will truly have everything I've ever wanted.


  "Sorry, Tyler," I say. "Go... I have to go. See you tomorrow."


  Then I do turn and run down the sidewalk.


  ****


  JESS


  Orchard Street makes me think of pushcarts and immigrants and huddled masses yearning to breathe free, even though these days it's all posh shops and cafes. I read a book about Ellis Island a few years ago that said that most immigrants to New York City settled in this neighborhood, whole families crammed into apartments even smaller than the one I share with Sam. I think it was a natural place for me and Sam to land when we got to New York. But now—I'm sitting on a bench in front of an ice cream shop and look up at the row of red-brick tenements on the other side of the street, all of them with fire escapes painted dark schoolyard green, and there's something weird and festive about that, Christmas colors like a memory against the late winter sun.


  Sam walks down the street. He waves, so I know he sees me. He's wearing his leather jacket over a pair of warm-up pants, and there's a duffel thrown over his shoulder, so he's coming from rehearsal. When he gets to me, he sits on the bench and throws his arm over the back, not touching me but close.


  "Hi," I say.


  He nods. He says, "I miss you."


  My first instinct is to make a joke about how I haven't gone anywhere, but I feel what he's saying deep in my gut. "Yeah," I say.


  He looks at the buildings across the street, the weird crosshatch of green fire escapes and red brick, and he says, "Tyler, the actor playing Enoch, he's been driving me nuts. I think he feigned incompetence to get close to me. He also offered to put me in touch with a casting director who got him a small part in a movie. And I started thinking that maybe I should be trying to get more parts, maybe I should be trying to do more, maybe there's more out there for me than a part in a Broadway revival. But there isn't. It's... I'm playing the lead in a Broadway musical! That's it, that's the dream! I've got it! But it's nothing, because I feel you pulling away from me, and I feel a strain between us lately, and it has me looking to fill the void with other things, but at the end of the day, all I really want is you. And I'm worried that I'm not what you want anymore."


  And there it was.


  "Sam. How can you...?" But I trail off because I know what he's talking about. I know how he can say that. I take a deep breath. If we're confessing things, I suppose it's time for mine. "I knew something was wrong, but I couldn't figure out what. For I while, I thought you were cheating on me."


  "Jess. How can you…?" He shakes his head and laugh ruefully.


  I keep going. "I know you would never do it. I know that. But I'm worried. I'm worried I won't be able to work much longer because everyone will want someone younger and hotter. I'm worried I'm not good enough. I'm worried I'm not worthy of you, of New York, of this life that we've chosen. I'm worried about everything and I feel so totally lost all the time lately."


  "You're good enough," he says.


  "You're what I want. Always. You're my first and only."


  "Let's go home."


  I read somewhere that our building had once housed six different families, crammed onto four floors. The building is now divided into eight apartments, one of which is our cozy one bedroom. Just the two of us share a still-crowded space, and I sometimes try to imagine what it would be like if I had extended family and kids living here, too. I can't picture it. Probably because when Sam is there, he fills the space.


  We're both in the living room, looking at each other. Just sort of standing there. We're on the edge of something.


  "It's harder than I thought it would be," he says.


  "What is?"


  "This." He gestures around the room. "Remember how it was supposed to be so easy. How we'd sit in my room in Ohio and plan out what would happen when we came here. We were sure to succeed and live in the glamorous penthouse and have all the fame and fortune we desired."


  "I remember."


  "But even when we didn't get that, it was okay, because we had each other. We faced the world with our heads high, and we held hands, and everything was okay because we knew it would get better. And it did. Our dreams are coming true. But this success, it feels hollow, because this thing with us is not as strong as it used to be. I want to fix it."


  He's right. I feel guilty suddenly for doubting him, for briefly letting myself be tempted by Matt's friendship, for thinking that my relationship with Sam is failing somehow. Maybe it is, but it will only really fail if we let it. "I want that, too," I say.


  Suddenly, I'm in his arms. It strikes me that this is safe and familiar, everything from the way he smells to the way his body feels under my hands when I hug him back to the softness of his well-worn tee-shirt. I wonder how I could have been letting this go, how I could have been holding onto some resentment toward Sam, how I could have thought for even a second that he was capable of cheating. This is Sam.


  "I don't think I want to be a model anymore," I say. "I'm thinking about getting a real job. Not because I need to but because I want to."


  "What will you do?" Sam asks near my ear.


  He doesn't tell me not to work, so I say, "Not sure yet. I could go back to the bar—" He tightens his grip on me. "Or I could get an office job or wait tables or sell clothes or a thousand other things. I like modeling, but I won't be able to do it forever."


  He sighs. "I know."


  "So maybe I go with you on your road trip, but then when we get back, I try to get a job. I try to do something new."


  "Yeah?"


  "Yeah. I've always wanted to see San Francisco, and a month without you will be unbearable."


  He doesn't really react at first. I worry maybe I've said the wrong thing. But then his lips are on my jaw, my neck, his teeth scrape against my earlobe, his hands are in my hair. Then we're kissing like we haven't kissed in a long time, mouths open, tongues tangled, sweet and slow and sensual. Against my lips, he murmurs, "I love you so much. Did you really think I was cheating on you?"


  "I… yeah, maybe, sort of. I didn't really believe it, but I was trying to figure out why things between us had gotten weird."


  "I just lost track of what was really important."


  "I love you, too, you know." And I'm reminded of that trip he took upstate when we were still in college, right after we said "I love you" for the first time, when we couldn't stop saying it, when every phone call was just, "I love you! It's awesome!"


  We still have that in us somewhere, still have the power to surprise and delight each other, still have all this love and hope and fear bottled up inside just waiting for the other to hold it or set it free.


  I'm glad it's not lost. I don't know what I would do without Sam.


  "Tyler wants me," Sam says.


  "Your costar?"


  "Uh, huh. He's been pursuing me, but I never did anything with him. I keep turning him down."


  I believe him. I also tell him the whole truth. "That guy Matt? I thought he was stalking you, but today he hit on me."


  Sam kisses me again. "We have to stay honest. We have to talk through our issues without making assumptions. And we have to come back to each other. Sometimes it's not easy to say no."


  "But sometimes it is."


  He smiles. "Yeah. You're still beautiful, you know that? My beautiful boy. Don't let anyone ever tell you otherwise. Designers, casting agents, none of them know shit."


  I shrug. "I don't care what they think as long as you think I'm beautiful."


  "I do. I know it. I will always come home to you."


  "I know." I kiss him. "I think you're beautiful, too. And smart and talented. And the best guy I know."


  He smiles. "Come to bed with me. I have to have you right now."


  "Yes." Because there is no other answer.


  ****


  SAM


  In this lighting, I can see the darker roots of his otherwise blond hair, and I can see the eyeliner and the manicured nails. But these are affectations. He's got my name tattooed on his hip, but that's just ink. These things are gorgeous, but they don't matter; they're a part of him but they're changeable—well, maybe not the tattoo—and they're not his essence. They are not the long lines of his nose, his arms, his chest, not his laugh, his brain, his heart, not all the parts that make up this man that I'm so deeply in love with.


  He's splayed on the bed, on his back, naked. I climb onto the mattress. I hover over him. I'm naked, too. He smiles and it's like a thousand smiles and yet like none because such a smile is so rare these days. But it's real and I love him and he loves me and everything is fine. I dip my head to kiss him and he puts his arms around my neck, holding me close, forcing my body to line up with his.


  How could I have ever overlooked this? When did sex become perfunctory, just this thing we did to get our needs met. My need for Jess is deeper. I need him close to me, I need him to love me, I need to love him, I need for us to be together.


  We kiss languidly, like we've got all the time in the world. And maybe we do.


  We make love with the rising moonlight bouncing off the walls of our bedroom—mingled as it is with the streetlights outside, with the sounds of backfiring motorcycles and car horns and people shouting, reminders of our urban existence—and he's everything and everywhere and so fucking beautiful it still hurts to look at him sometimes and it's perfect.


  Afterward, we lay together, sweaty and panting but happy and satisfied, our fingers and legs tangled.


  "We still have a future to look forward to," he says. "Life is always changing. We age, we have money, we lose money, we change jobs, we succeed, we fail."


  "Yeah." He's right. "And we can face anything together."


  He turns his head and kisses my cheek. "We can do anything." He laughs. "That's such a cliché."


  "Sure, but it's true."


  "And that's how I know we're just fine."


  THE END
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  LEASHED


  by Skye Warren


  CHAPTER 1


  Dark liquid dripped into a small puddle. Sebastian counted the time with each drop. He didn't know whether it was dirt mixed with sweat or blood, but it didn't matter. It wasn't enough to make him bleed out. Pity that.


  He couldn't see much in the dark, dank room, but his future was mapped before him clear as crystals. He only had a few hours left to live. Maybe a few days, if he were unlucky.


  The methods of torture used by the Ke'lan, speculated about in hushed tones by the rebels, would soon consume him. The arrogant insurgents claimed they could withstand anything. Sebastian didn't share their bravado, but he would never tell a rebel secret. He didn't know any.


  The dark pool below him grew in his mind, and his heart beat louder and louder. This was the end, he thought. Over before it had begun. Thank the Gods.


  But then a creak resounded in the small chamber, and a man stepped inside. This was so much worse than death. Torture, pain, and the almighty fear that he would degrade himself to avoid them. May the Gods grant him dignity in his death as they never had in life.


  Sebastian felt the man's cold regard like a wet slap, even though the shadows made it impossible to see outside the spotlight on his broken body. The slight tense of his weary muscles gave him away, sending a rattle through the chains that bound him, forcing him to stand for hours until he feared his arms would dislodge from his body. Now they screamed in agony, as blood trickled back into fingers that had long since gone numb, but Sebastian was silent.


  The man's boots clopped like horse's hooves on the dirty concrete, drawing closer in a slow, predatory march. Sebastian kept his eyes on the floor, not in obeisance – in defiance. Let this man break his body. It was nothing more than the Ke'lan had done for centuries. Nothing more than they'd done to his father.


  His father's mind had cracked like the shell of an acorn, and Sebastian had grown inured to the daily beatings and the cries for forgiveness that defined his childhood. Now the man rotted away in a rebel prison while Sebastian died at the hands of their enemy, the Ke'lan. Neither of them had fought for the cause, not ever, but here they were, torn into halves the way a child might snap a twig and toss it aside.


  "What is your name, boy?" The rich words rolled over Sebastian like a caress, but he knew that was a lie.


  His mind would not break. Whatever they did, they did to his body. He said nothing.


  Long, cultured fingers toyed with the torn hem of his shirt. The old, dirty fabric looked particularly dingy between the thick fingers that were obviously well-groomed. This man had access to water. He had soap. All Sebastian had ever had was a brown river in which all manner of organic and inorganic material floated.


  "Sebastian." The man's breath blew across the top of his downturned head. Of course it had been a trick. The Ke'lan already knew his name. They knew everything about him. Maybe they even knew that he had no information to give and were just toying with him, although he doubted they'd waste their time that way.


  "Sebastian," he repeated softly, his deep baritone almost melodious, as if the syllables rolled from his tongue. "I am not your enemy. I want to help you."


  Sebastian watched the manicured finger dip under the gaping neckline and touch his bruised ribs, soft enough not to hurt them.


  "You've been hurt. Come, let me help. Tell me what we need to know, and I'll take you down from there."


  His shoulders shook, as if the mere thought of release prompted them to hope. Sebastian tried to block out the man's words, knowing them to be false. He had nothing to tell, and even if he did, they would only kill him after. Freedom was a mirage.


  That finger skimmed over his chest, so lightly it really shouldn't have sent sparks of heat into his body, then higher up his neck. They rested at his pulse, like a warning. His veins bulged against even that tiny bit of pressure. Animalistic panic clawed at his insides, ratcheting his heartbeat faster and giving himself away.


  The pointed touch turned into a caress that slipped along his jaw, and soft pressure tilted his head up. Sebastian forced himself not to betray his surprise as he looked up into the face of the most intimidating man he'd ever seen.


  He'd expected a ruddy-faced ogre with jowls, spouting threats of pain. Instead this man had icy blue eyes, an aristocratic nose, and lips that Sebastian could only call sensual. Unlike the Generals with pasty skin and dandy hair, this man was darkly tanned with the shaved head favored by soldiers in the field.


  A warrior.


  "Sebastian Gabriel Marquez. I can protect you," those sweet lips whispered. It was the fucking mirage again, promising things he knew were impossible. He would not find any comfort here. Maybe the man himself was a trick of his mind, conjured up from his sexual fantasies. A dark knight to save him, carry him away, and have his dirty way with him.


  The fact that he was even thinking about sex in this hellhole was proof enough of his lunacy. And yet, his body responded. The heat, the clean, spicy smell, washed over him in a shiver of lust.


  His dick hardened. Well, that was the only thing that could move. They hadn't chained that part of him down. Yet.


  Thank the Gods the man didn't seem to notice. In fact, Sebastian would bet he had no idea of his appeal at all. He had exactly that sort of acute intelligence combined with a complete lack of self-awareness. Figured that this paragon of perfection worked for the Ke'lan. They took everything of value.


  The man leaned in close and put his lips to his Sebastian's ear. Sebastian wanted to tell him not to, that he was unwashed, but the intimacy felt too good to refuse. The cold metal and damp concrete enfolded him like a tomb, so that even the softest human touch elicited gratitude. Not that he would show that to his enemy.


  "Just tell us what we need to know." The whisper tickled his ear and made his erection jump. "Then this can all be over."


  The man pulled back. There was no trace of tenderness in his eyes. No gentleness in his stance. Were his words all lies? Of course they were. This was the Ke'lan. The people that had stolen their lands and tortured his father. The people that would kill him all because he'd tried to free his father and gotten caught in an attack.


  Sebastian gathered the last dregs of saliva in his dry mouth and spit it into the man's face.


  Those lips – lips he would probably dream about, if he lived long enough to sleep again – firmed in anger. The man reached up, and Sebastian couldn't help but flinch away from the impending blow. But all the man did was unlatch the suspension of his chains. Sebastian fell to the floor with a thud and writhed in agony as needles flooded his veins. The soft latch of the door and sudden feeling of emptiness cut through his pain briefly. He was alone.


  ****


  Drake reclined in his chair and studied the man on the screen. Sebastian huddled in a corner, shaking, probably not realizing he was being watched. Drake tried to harden his heart against the man's obvious fear, and his bravery, although the fact that it softened at all disturbed him.


  He'd heard that a boy had been caught in a raid. He'd accepted the assignment to question him, expecting some skinny kid who quivered at his boots. Instead he found a man, trussed up like some savage offering. A beautiful man. His body had responded in a way it hadn't in years.


  Not since Lissa. Not ever again, he had thought.


  The man's body was lean, a body born of years of hardship, but even so it was glorious. His clothes had been rags, and his body smelled of filth, and yet Drake could sense the tightly leashed strength. Where another man would quake or beg or threaten, Sebastian wore his chains like jewels.


  Drake felt stirrings of lust for this man, which was bad enough. Stranger still, he felt something like respect.


  He hadn't always been a fighter. Many years ago he had been a farmer who thought he could stay out of the war and just feed his family. His child had only been a beautiful raised tummy on his wife when the rebels had burned his home, murdered his wife and child, and beaten him nearly to death.


  He had turned into a machine after that, a machine that fought for Ke'lan. He still didn't care about the cause. He refused to attend the propaganda meetings or accept a promotion into the higher ranks. All he wanted to do was fight. To kill.


  Except tonight, when somehow, he didn't seem to have the stomach to cause even pain. He didn't want Sebastian to die. What was wrong with him?


  The squeak of his superior officer's boots sounded behind him, and he felt the corpulent presence beside him. "Did you break him yet?" General Folsom asked.


  "Not yet."


  Folsom peered closer to the screen. "How old is he?"


  "Fully grown." Drake recognized the spark of interest in Folsom's eyes, and found he didn't like it. He'd seen the men who were dragged unseeing from Folsom's bed. The thought of Sebastian's body being one of them made him sick. "I will manage him."


  Folsom grunted. "See that you do."


  After Folsom left, Drake closed his eyes against the pitiful sight on the screen. He almost hated to break the man. Strength was so rare these days. But if he failed, Sebatian would be passed along to one of the other interrogators, ones well versed and infatuated with torture.


  Drake refused to let that happen. He would break Sebastian. He had to.


  He glanced back at the screen. Sebastian faced the wall in fetal position, still. The picture of vulnerability stirred that something in Drake, that heady mixture of lust and affection that should have died in him years ago. He would have the night to inure himself to such a weakness. Sebastian would also get to rest and recover his strength.


  Tomorrow they would battle. Tomorrow, Drake would win.


  ****


  When Drake walked into the room, Sebastian scrambled to a stand against the wall. Far from rested, the man looked tired today. Drake knew they wouldn't have fed him. He held the bottle of water out from his body, as if coaxing a skittish animal.


  Sebastian eyed it warily.


  "Take it," Drake said. "I brought it for you."


  Sebastian mouthed something, then cleared his throat and tried again. "You first."


  So, he speaks. Drake almost smiled. The distrust was an insult, but he wouldn't hold that against a caged man. He took a swig from the bottle and held it out again.


  Sebastian gingerly took it, careful not to touch their fingers. Then he gulped down the entire contents, dribbling a wet line down the side of his chin. His fingers clutched the empty bottle, made from recyclable hydrocarbons, at his side.


  Drake raised his eyebrows. "Planning on using that as a weapon?"


  Sebastian let the bottle slip from his fingers, but as it clattered on the floor, he raised his chin. The message was clear: he may not have the means to fight, but he would not bow. Drake would see about that.


  In a minute, Drake wrestled the other man down to the floor. Sebastian struggled, a jumble of sluggish limbs and defiant spirit, but he was no match for Drake. Drake felt no victory at all. This wasn't a fair fight. This wasn't about fairness at all.


  "Come on, boy," he said. "Tell me something. A new location. A supply route. You were in the rebel compound; you've got to have something I can use." It didn't matter to Drake what it was. Drake would insist it was all Sebastian had to offer and ensure he was released.


  He could see the boy's tongue swish in his mouth, probably trying to spit at him again although the man really couldn't afford to lose the moisture. Drake clamped his hand across Sebastian's mouth. "Don't even think about it," he snarled. "I let you get away with that last night. I won't be so lenient today."


  Sebastian's eyes flashed with impotent fury. His hips bucked up to throw Drake off, but he wouldn't be dislodged that easily. The movement had a surely unintended effect, though, as Sebastian writhed between Drake's knees.


  "Stop it," Drake grunted. He tried to pin the man down, but that only brought their bodies closer together in a crude embrace.


  "Gods take you, stop moving," he roared.


  Drake felt a puff of breath across his hand, and Sebastian's eyes widened. The fury faded for a moment, replaced with shock and perhaps wonder. Sebastian rolled his hips pointedly, and Drake knew he had been found out. The hardness jutted against his pants, begging to be released. To feel that rock against bare skin. Fuck.


  Knowledge glinted in Sebastian's eyes, and power. Drake knew the man was aware of his allure, and of the effect he had on Drake.


  Sebastian blinked, slowly, deliberately. Seductively. How did he manage to imbue such a simple gesture as a blink with both sexuality and innocence?


  In contrast to Sebastian's smooth delicacy, Drake's body responded with all the subtlety of a sandstorm. His cock hardened to full erectness, but that wasn't all. All his muscles, everywhere, tautened like a bow. His inner thighs were molded against the angular hips of the body beneath him. His palm was intimately sensitive to the full lips it cupped. Even as he focused on the nerve endings there, he felt the slight curve of those lips. A smirk.


  Drake jolted back up off the floor, leaving the other man on the ground, not in a sprawl of defeat, but in a seductive pose that pulsed through Drake's cock. "You little fuck," he muttered.


  One eyebrow arched. "Is that an offer?" Sebastian's accent plucked at Drake's skin, drawing goose bumps.


  "If you tell me what I want to know, I'll consider it," Drake challenged.


  The man was unmoved. He pulled himself to a sitting position, all languid unconcern. "That would only work if I wanted you to fuck me."


  Drake did not fail to notice the answering bulge in Sebastian's well-worn britches. He flipped the smaller man over, careful not to touch his bruised ribs, and whispered into his ear. "Then maybe I should use it as a form of torture, hmm? How about I ream your ass, and then we'll see if you feel like talking?"


  A whimper sounded below, though Drake would have sworn it was one of excitement, not fear. He wanted to be sure, so he skimmed along the man's abs, felt them rippling at his touch. Then he delved lower, to the soft leather of his breaches and found large, hard proof that Sebastian was as turned on as he was.


  Drake squeezed gently. "Or maybe, if you don't feel like talking, I should put your mouth to better use. What do you think of that?" The cock in his hand throbbed in reply.


  A red haze swept over Drake, blocking out the dingy room, his sick purpose here, and even, for a moment, his pain, so that all he felt were the physical sensations of a beautiful man who wanted him back. He nibbled up the side of his neck. It tasted like dirt and sweat, for the man hadn't washed anytime recently, but underneath it was a sweet flavor that made Drake heady with lust. He nibbled at Sebastian's ear, took the lobe between his teeth.


  Sebastian let out a moan that left no question as to his participation.


  "That's right," Drake said, though it didn't sound like him. This voice was low and hoarse, and a little unsteady. "I'd let you lick me all over, over the head, sucking out the cum that's already there. I'd let you get me good and wet, then lick at my balls, and lower to my ass. Would you do that for me, if I asked you to?"


  He didn't expect an answer.


  "Yes, yes," Sebastian moaned.


  "Fuck," he muttered, rocking his erection into the sweet flesh of Sebastian's ass. Too much muscle, too much bone, and not enough softness there, but Drake could fix that. He wanted to feed the man rich meats and sweet fruits and all the water he could drink. He wanted to wash him thoroughly with a warm washcloth and then order a hot bath for him, just for good measure. It was ridiculous. It was a fantasy, and his cock was just fine with that line of thought.


  "Please," Sebastian whimpered. He reached a hand back, blindly searching for Drake's head.


  Drake plucked his hand from the air and suckled on Sebastian's fingers, then trailed his tongue down between them, as if he could bathe the man with his tongue alone. When Drake swirled his tongue across the lines of Sebastian's palm, the man cried out, as if in pain.


  With frantic fingers, Drake undid the strings tying Sebastian's placket together and felt a heavy weight fall into his palm. Hot and throbbing, it sent sparks of pleasure up Drake's arm and into his mind where the feel of it, the memory, could never be erased.


  Sebastian thrust his cock through Drake's hand, each motion rocking against Drake's own erection.


  "Look at me," Drake said on a groan.


  Sebastian flung back his head, those brown eyes wild with lust. No trace of the defiance was there, and none of the fear. This was everything that Drake wanted. This was exactly what he couldn't have. The realization clicked through Drake's brain like the cock of a gun. It wasn't enough to deflate his erection, but it was enough to stop him from using it.


  Sebastian was still lost in the throes. "Fuck me," he begged.


  Drake gritted his teeth against the request. He leaned his hips back, just enough so that he could think again, breathe again, but even as he did so, he tightened his fist around Sebastian's cock. He stroked it fiercely, willing the pain into pleasure that he would not get to feel.


  Sebastian's cries were a bittersweet reward, tightening Drake's lust into a tight ball of longing, never to be realized. Drake pulled at Sebastian's cock, savoring the thick length, panting with the effort of holding himself back.


  "No," Sebastian suddenly cried, and Drake almost stopped. Until he heard Sebastian continue, "Not like this. Fuck me, fuck me."


  But Drake couldn't. This was all he could do, pleasure this man, so he stroked harder. He was too rough, but that was all right. He wanted to imprint his touch into this cock, to mold himself around this man. Faster and harder, until Sebastian stuttered a few breaths and a plaintive,


  "Noooo." The cock in his hand flexed into a tight rod, and even without feeling it, Drake knew it spurted cum onto the dirty concrete floor.


  Sebastian gasped beneath him, and when he pushed back, Drake allowed himself to fall back against the wall. Sebastian scrambled away to the other side of the cell, tucking his cock into his breeches.


  "Bastardo," he spat at Drake, who tried not to notice how beautiful Sebastian looked in his fury, or how his hands shook as he tied the strings of his pants.


  Lust held Drake in its grip. He could not release with this man, no matter how his body howled and revolted at the denial. Neither could he offer Sebastian anything more than a portion of water and handjob, not when he needed to drill him for information in order to keep him alive.


  He could do nothing here, now.


  He stood up, walked stiffly from the room, and ruefully acknowledged that his first true retreat since he'd become a soldier had come at the hands – nay, the cock – of a captive man.


  CHAPTER 2


  Sebastian tossed the bottle up and caught it. He was getting pretty good at it. Well, he should, since it felt like days had passed, although maybe it was just hours. Either way, he was damn thirsty. Or he had been.


  Even that feeling was starting to fade into an almost blissful trance. Maybe he'd just exist forever like this, no food or water. Maybe this was death.


  Footsteps rang outside and the door whooshed open. He almost charged at the entrant, expecting that man, but was stopped in his place by the sight of two armed guards. Maybe they were the same ones who'd brought him here, maybe not. All the Ke'lan soldiers looked the same, except for one.


  They dragged him without ceremony down the hallway and shoved him through another door. He stumbled, momentarily blinded by the brightness, although it was only lit by a small window. He blinked it away and the sight of the man he'd expected came into focus.


  He was sitting at a table laden with food, studying him with those cold blue eyes. For several minutes, Sebastian stood and salivated. The savory scent of meat wafted over him, while the bright colors of fresh fruits and vegetables teased him from lavish platters. He wanted to dive onto the table, to shovel the food into his mouth, but it must be a trick.


  "Please," the man said in a voice that sounded nothing like a request. "Sit."


  Sebastian sat in the chair opposite him, almost uncomfortable on the plush cushion, accustomed to concrete floors recently and dirt floors prior to that. He was unable to take his eyes off the sight of the glistening food, but still he held himself back


  He was almost ready to give in. If this man demanded for some locations, some information, Sebastian was ready to give it to him, even if he'd have to make it up. He'd suffer for the lie later, no doubt, but it would be worth it. He was suffering now in his starvation.


  "Aren't you hungry?" the man asked. "Go ahead and eat something."


  Was this a tease? A test? Gods, just give him the answer. Was Sebastian supposed to beg? He might just be willing. His stomach gnawed on itself, threatening to collapse entirely if he didn't swallow something, anything. His mind floated adrift in a sea of hunger.


  What had he said before?I'd let you lick me all over, over the head, sucking out the cum that's already there… Would you do that for me, if I asked you to?


  Yes, he'd answered, because he did want to, although he wasn't aroused now. He wanted to eat, and if this was the price, he would be happy to pay. His mind latched onto that thought, grateful to have solved the puzzle in its numbed state.


  He rose from the chair and wavered briefly, then walked around the table and knelt at the man's feet. He fumbled with the man's lacings, but his hands were caught in a tight grip. He looked up. The man looked murderous.


  "What are you doing?" The words rippled around him. His eyes blurred, but he was glad that he at least managed to remain upright.


  The hands released him and he felt a smooth surface against his lips. He opened, mindless as a babe, and cool water trickled to the back of his throat. Several times he drank from the hand he could not see, but was forced to trust.


  Then the cup was gone and something soft whispered at his lips. He opened again and was rewarded with a chunk of bread. As he chewed, he realized it was definitely torn from the inside, not the crust. How long had it been since someone had fed him so carefully? More likely it had never happened. He had always been the one to make sure his father got fed, not the other way around.


  The bread was followed by a grape, and then more bread, and finally a few choice morsels of meat. Sebastian ate in a kind of trance, kneeling with his eyes closed. He took a few more sips of water, and felt utterly full. Utterly content.


  That was not to last.


  Hands that were not rough but were not gentle lifted him and sat him on the chair, its surface still warm. Sebastian opened his eyes to regard the cold soldier who was bound to interrogate him now, to hurt him. He had just been fattened up like a pig to the slaughter, but he couldn't regret it.


  "What's your name?" The words blurred together as if he had drunk two tanks full of spirits instead of a half glass of water.


  "I am Drake." As usual the words were soft, belying the stern countenance they emerged from. What would it take to shake that implacable severity? But he knew. He'd already accomplished it once before with a well-placed thrust of his hips. This man wasn't immune to him.


  A napkin cleaned his lips softly, then again and he realized it was damp. Sebastian's breath caught as Drake moved it over his face, washing his forehead, wiping his eyes, following the contours of his nose and cheeks. Sebastian barely moved a muscle as Drake wrung out the cloth in a basin of water – precious water – by his side and washed his neck, his chest and his arms.


  Why was Drake cleaning him? Was he to be presented to one of the Generals? Perhaps even the prisoners had to be pristine before they could be tortured by one of them. He couldn't complain. Not only because he couldn't speak, but also because it felt too damned good – the warm water, the soft cloth, the gentle touch. This was nothing like the tight strokes that had yanked him to completion on the floor of his cell. Each gentle stroke caused his eyes to prick and warm, and he closed them even tighter.


  Now he understood what Drake was doing. He had buttered him up, so that Sebastian was forced to rely on him, to trust him, no matter what. The warmth of the room, the fullness of the food, the sweetness of his touch lulled Sebastian into a state of complacency more effective than any truth serum.


  Even as he knew it to be a ruse, the words fell from his lips. "I wasn't with the rebels."


  "No?" Drake was clearly unconvinced, but that was fair enough because Sebastian had been with them.


  "I was there to petition for the release of one of their prisoners."


  Drake stilled. "And?"


  Sebastian opened his eyes at that and found himself looking into two blue ones, as if he looked up into a great expanse of sky. "And what?"


  "Did they free the prisoner?"


  Sebastian felt his face darken with grief, but that was part of the ruse. He was too open, too vulnerable this way. He couldn't stop. "No. They said they needed 2,500 credits to release him." It didn't need to be said that he didn't have 2,500 credits. He didn't even have twenty five.


  When Drake spoke, his voice was softer. "What had he done to anger them?"


  "Nothing," Sebastian snapped. "He never did anything to them, just ran his mouth at a local tavern and someone took offense. We aren't a part of this war."


  Drake's look was faintly pitying. "Everyone's a part of the war."


  Defeat washed over him, along with a trace of nausea. Probably his stomach would reject the food and he'd end up vomiting all over Drake's boots. Serve him right.


  "What was his name?" Drake asked. His tone was casual, as if the answer didn't matter, but Sebastian knew it did.


  "Would you,–"Sebastian licked his chapped lips. "Would you be able to find out what's happened to him?"


  There was no artifice in Drake's face, only uncertainty. "They would have taken the prisoners during the raid. There's no telling what happened to them."


  His father could be dead, he meant. Even though the grief stabbed his gut, it would be better to know. "Everyone calls him El Basque. Please. If you could find him, if he's still alive, if maybe you could help him --"


  "It's best that you don't get your hopes up," Drake said softly.


  "I'd do anything. I don't have any information, I swear it, but I could get it. I could enlist, maybe, and send you reports." Sebastian trailed a look down Drake's hard body and whispered, "I'd do whatever you want."


  Drake didn't reply to his impassioned plea, didn't react at all except to walk over to the door. He rapped sharply and the two guards entered. Even while they dragged him out of the chair and toward the hall, Sebastian kept his eyes on Drake. He stared into the blue of his unfathomable gaze and wondered if it was the last bit of sky he'd ever see.


  ****


  Folsom kept him waiting a full revolution before he summoned Drake to his office. In that time Drake thought about the pain in Sebastian's eyes when he talked about that prisoner, the grief. He may not have believed his story initially. The wrong place, the wrong time – it was too convenient. Too damned familiar. But when he'd seen the grief over his friend, he'd known that part of his story was true.


  If this El Basque was truly a prisoner of the rebels, then it didn't make sense that Sebastian worked with them. His story was all the more tragic because it was hopeless. If this El Basque survived the raid, he was probably in an interrogation room on this same compound. Neither of them would get free if they couldn't supply the Ke'lan with something useful.


  "You requested a meeting?" Folsom asked when Drake arrived.


  Drake ignored the nod to the chair and remained standing. "I need information on the raid. One of the prisoners."


  Folsom folded his pudgy fingers into a mash of flesh and rested it atop his belly. "What is this for?"


  "The man I'm interviewing. They have a connection." Drake had also had time to consider the nature of that connection. He already knew that Sebastian had an attraction to men, and the acute pain in his eyes at the thought of the man's death spoke of deep affection.


  El Basque. The name evoked images of a Spanish sunset and rich wine. Were they lovers? He could imagine a Latin physique perfectly matched to Sebastian's. He could imagine a fiery spirit pitted against Sebastian's passion, in sharp contrast to his own staidness. He had to get those images under control or he would embarrass himself in front of his superior officer.


  Folsom cocked his head, jowls swinging. "Why do you care?"


  Drake shrugged, as if he wasn't personally invested. He couldn't be. "It could be leverage. Just doing my job."


  Folsom sighed heavily and stared off in front of him. "I gave you this assignment because you had some time before your next excursion. Perhaps that was a mistake."


  "No, sir," Drake cut in.


  "Information extraction isn't your specialty. There's no shame in that. You're our best tactical officer. I don't want you to burn yourself out over a puny little runt."


  Drake paused. Folsom wasn't wrong about his tactical skills, and he needed to use them now. He was about to lose access to Sebastian, he could hear it in Folsom's voice. He had to change that, had to win him over. It clearly had not worked to imply that Sebastian had nothing to offer.


  "I believe he's deep in the underground," Drake said slowly.


  Folsom leaned forward.


  "That's why he's inured to the normal interrogation tactics." Not that a handjob and a meal counted as normal interrogation tactics. "He's well trained." Sebastian could manage himself in a dirty street fight, but that was it. "He has valuable information." He had nothing at all. "And I've already developed a rapport with him. If I can find out the status of his friend, then I'm sure he can be persuaded to come to my way of thinking."


  Folsom considered him for a minute before pulling a file from a stack and flipping it open. "El Basque, did you say?"


  "Yes, sir."


  Folsom looked up, and Drake steeled his reaction. "It says here that an El Basque was found not to be a material source of information and was sold to the mines."


  The words hammered into Drake almost as if he felt the grief on behalf of Sebastian. It wasn't the backbreaking work of the mines that would kill, it was the cold. Set in sub-freezing temperatures and only given the old jackets of the dead, a miner's average lifespan was a few months.


  El Basque had been held, probably without much food or drink, in a rebel prison for who knows how long before then. Even those of strong health often lost fingers and toes due to frostbite in the first few days. Being sold to the mines was a sentence to death by torture.


  Drake kept his voice even. "When was this?"


  Folsom shuffled through some pages. "Two weeks ago. Right after the raid. The boy was marked down as a rebel participant and brought here for questioning." His eyes sharpened on Drake. "You know as well as I that he's already dead. If not now then in a few day's time. I'll allow you to work on this boy for another day, because it wouldn't look good to pull an assignment from a senior officer. If you haven't broken him by then, I will remove you."


  "Understood, sir." His voice had dropped an octave, but Folsom would assume it was the threat of insult. Drake turned and marched from the room to Sebastian's cell.


  Sebastian scrambled to stand when he entered, but Drake pushed him back down.


  "Tell me. Was El Basque strong? Was he in good health?"


  "No." Sebastian's voice trembled. "Please. Tell me."


  Drake struggled not to let any sign of compassion show through. "Then he's likely dead." Sebastian slipped from his hands and fell back against the wall. He didn't cry. He just looked… lost. Drake hated that, and he hated being helpless to stop it.


  "What did they do to him?" Sebastian looked up at him, eyes shining, and suddenly he did look like the boy that Folsom called him. He looked young and vulnerable, and completely out of place in his dark prison.


  Drake debated briefly not telling him, but if all he had to offer Sebastian was the truth, then he would give it. "He was sold to the mines."


  Sebastian closed his eyes, swallowed hard. "Do you know if he –"


  "I have no further information. But that was two weeks ago."


  "I see."


  Sebastian's sorrow lay over them like a thick fog. Drake told himself to leave. Let the man grieve in peace. But he couldn't do it.


  He remembered this pain, felt it every day. Without conscious thought, he reached out and pulled Sebastian into his arms. He held on as the tears finally fell, as Sebastian mourned a man he loved. Drake held on tightly, as if he was the one adrift and only Sebastian could anchor him.


  As wet drops of anguish fell onto his arm, Drake knew that no matter what course was charted for his future, he would not allow Sebastian to be hurt. There were very few choices in this world, very few moments when a man had the chance to do something good, and this was one of them. Sebastian did not belong in this prison. He did not belong on this war-torn world at all, but it was the only one they had. Drake would set him free, at least.


  "Shh," he murmured into Sebastian's hair. He breathed in deep. "I know it hurts. I know."


  Then when Sebastian had quieted, Drake continued. "I'm going to get you out of here. You have to trust me."


  "No," Sebastian said, muffled.


  "Sebastian –" he started.


  "No! If you can do something for me, then I want you to help El Basque. Get him out of there. Even if he has to die –" Sebastian shuddered. "Let him die free. That is what I want."


  Drake held him silently. He only had a day before Folsom would take over Sebastian's care, which would mean rape and torture, if not death. He could not let that happen, yet he could not ignore Sebastian's plea. And each passing hour could very well mean death for a man in the mines.


  If he used the cargo ships, he would be able to arrive at the primary mines in a matter of hours. Of course, interstate transport was illegal without authorization, which he wouldn't get. And then he had to find the man and buy his release. Then he'd return and smuggle Sebastian out of Ke'lan headquarters.


  A day was not nearly enough time to do it, but it was all he had.


  "I'll try," he said gruffly. "No promises."


  "Thank you." Sebastian grasped both his hands, and Drake hated to see him as a supplicant in this. His throat burned suspiciously.


  He gently pulled away from Sebastian and stood. "El Basque. In case –" In case the man was too far gone to speak. "How will I recognize him?"


  Sebastian blinked up at him, his long black lashes damp. "You will. You just will."


  CHAPTER 3


  Drake stepped off the cargo transport. Wind slapped him, whipping his cheeks and tunneling into the seams of his thick winter's uniform. White cliffs jutted across a too pale sky, as if the very air had frozen.


  His mind had quieted as it usually did during a mission, which dulled the surprise and frank curiosity that resulted from his actions. Bribery of a transport captain and uncertified travel between continents were both court martialing offenses. Yet here he was a thousand credits lighter and standing in the desolate tundra of Borea Prime.


  He gritted his teeth against the burn of the cold, but it was only a physical pain. Less than Sebastian had already suffered in the hands of the Ke'lan and much less than he would if Folsom had his way. If he didn't make it back in time… if Folsom discovered Drake was missing… hell.


  His boots crunched across icy pebbles as he made his way to the shack that housed headquarters. Inside was only moderately warmer, and the man behind the desk was bundled even bulkier than Drake.


  "What do you want?" he asked, his dialect slurring the words almost inaudibly.


  "I'm looking for a man –" Drake stopped as he realized he was shouting, though it was not necessary without the wind howling around them. "A man called El Basque."


  "We got plenty of men here, soldier. What'd this one do, rape your sister or something?"


  Drake stared at the man until he squirmed. "I'd like to purchase him."


  "One man's good as the next for labor. I can point you to some that works hard and don't complain none."


  "I want El Basque," he said flatly.


  The man's large shoulder lifted and sank.


  Drake tossed a pre-filled credit chip onto the desk. It landed with a thud, the chemicals mixed to the proportion matching the value it held – heavy to indicate the 2,500 credits. Exactly what the rebels had tried to extract from Sebastian and easily ten times more than a man was worth to the mines.


  The man's beady eyes widened and nostrils flared as he jammed the chip into his own monitor to confirm the contents. He stumbled back from the chair, all swaying bulk, and bustled past Drake out the door. Drake followed him out into the elements where the man led him to a large iron gate. It was locked in three places, and opened only to a short hallway with another gate.


  This pattern repeated, and reminded Drake of a joke his brother once played on him, wrapping the presents in concentric boxes until he finally reached the small item inside. That was when they still had presents. When he still had family.


  He followed the man through a final door. The air shifted, thickened with the stench of stale sweat and desperation. Rows of barracks lined the hall. These men had only a dirty cot, not even a cell. The rustles and coughs proved their occupancy although the fact that none of them spoke, none of them reached for Drake or acknowledged him in any way, embodied the death of hope.


  At the end of the corridor, they turned off into a smaller hallway and the rock surface wavered from smooth planes to jagged edges. A small lamp hung from a tiny cliff, shedding sparse light over a jumble of bodies.


  "The infirmary."


  Drake thought he detected a note of embarrassment in the man's tone, but he was too incensed to give a shit. "Step aside."


  He reached inside and picked through bodies – some stiff, some still alive but unconscious. He didn't know what he was looking for until he saw it. The man was Sebastian, thirty years older. His face was lined and gray, his hair was mostly missing, but that strong nose, those beautiful patrician features were clearly in evidence. El Basque wasn't a lover; he was a family member, most likely Sebastian's father.


  Drake reached out, grateful that he was at least warm to the touch. Shrugging out of his jacket, he gingerly wrapped the man inside and picked him up. He spared a glance for the other people, but there was no way he could smuggle more. Despair was ubiquitous in this place, and he could not shoulder the burden without falling down too.


  All the eyes along the walls followed Drake as he carried a man out – probably one of the first to leave still alive in their lifetimes – and pushed through the icy gales until he reached the transport ship. He tucked the man into the lower deck and settled in for the flight, praying that the old man would at least live until he could see Sebastian again.


  The flight took longer on the way back, as they detoured to avoid an impromptu checkpoint. Twenty rotations passed by the time he carried the frail man up the steps. He was relieved he'd thought to keep up his rental on his rooms, that the house was still standing, and the old woman met him at the door, still well.


  Officially, Drake lived in officer housing near Ke'lan headquarters, but he'd held onto this room, dutifully sending the pittance Maria charged for rent. When she'd been drowned by the exorbitant land ownership taxes, he'd purchased the house. Something had compelled him to use a pseudonym and convoluted channels for the transaction.


  Maybe it would always have come to this.


  Having a space that wasn't under surveillance by the Ke'lan would help him now. Hell, he needed a whole block, a city, an entire life free of them. He'd joined them voluntarily but leaving, after he knew their secrets, was an impossibility. And yet, even knowing this, his mind circled the question. Examined it from every angle. Conjured images of dark, flashing eyes – too hopeful for their circumstances – as a means of inspiration.


  His stomach tightened at the reminder. Sebastian waited, staked in a pit of vipers. It had damn near killed Drake to leave him there, but Sebastian had wanted this. What did it mean that he'd put the wishes of another man above his own?


  He settled El Basque in a bed while Maria bustled to get supplies to tend him.


  "Why?" The words were expelled from El Basque's chest on a loud, rickety breath.


  Drake studied the deeply lined face, absent of anything that could be called pallor. "Sebastian sent me."


  Rather than comforting him, the words made the old man struggle.


  "Calm yourself," Drake said.


  Glassy eyes sharpened almost imperceptibly. "Where is he? Can I see him?"


  "I'm going to get him now. You must rest while I'm gone."


  El Basque fell back onto the bed all while barely moving a muscle. Maria brushed past Drake and began peeling the thin gray cloth away from El Basque's thin gray skin.


  Due to the seclusion of the house, far from the Ke'lan gates, it took two, tense rotations for Drake to reach headquarters. The final crystals of sand perched at the top of the hourglass, ready to fall, but he had made it back in time. Now he only had to accomplish the impossible and break Sebastian from his prison.


  He went first to his office to retrieve the key to the cell. Out of habit, maybe, or more likely a gnawing desperation to look upon the face of a certain man, he flipped on the monitor. Sebastian was nowhere to be seen. Drake scanned the shadows of the cell, but the cameras were designed to encompass every spot.


  The room was empty.


  ****


  Sebastian grunted as the blow glanced off his ribs with a small but alarming crack. But these men were far too well trained to break anything. At least, anything that would be necessary for him to live long enough to tell secrets he didn't have.


  He had his answer, then.


  Drake had offered to set him free. Sebastian had begged him to find his father. Drake's response had been these beefy gentlemen, kindly offering their fists to the cause.


  So be it.


  Sebastian was too jaded to feel disappointment. This jagged, gutted feeling was just the result of the uppercut. Gods, but he wasn't lucky enough to believe his own bullshit.


  He'd thought for a moment that Drake was going to help him. What an idiot. The blow to his jaw was almost a relief, a physical outlet for his own self-castigation.


  The man was a Ke'lan general. Drake had been toying with him. It would almost have been a compliment, if he hadn't fallen for it. Pain ripped through Sebastian's chest.


  Right now Drake was probably laughing about his folly. Or worse, maybe he'd forgotten about him altogether. Run the mouse through his claws and tossed him away in search of worthier prey. A kick to his groin would have brought him to his knees – thank the gods for the chains, he thought wryly, there to hold him up when his own strength failed him. It was almost as if the chains were on his side, supporting him. Keeping him grounded. Wrapping him in their steely embrace. And now he was hallucinating.


  Damn.


  He'd grunted, even moaned, but gods, let it be over before he begged or completely humiliated himself by calling out Drake's name.


  The dim light blinded him briefly as the man moved away. To beat his backside, no doubt. But then the space was filled again – shorter. And wider. Sebastian squinted his puffy, bruised eyes and managed to focus on the portly man in front of him. His frilly uniform proclaimed his rank in the Ke'lan hierarchy even if his disdainful expression and corpulent body hadn't already done the job.


  "You have something I want, boy."


  Sebastian swallowed the tang of blood. "A single chin?"


  The man nodded at the brute beside him and Sebastian's head was knocked back so hard he saw lights.


  "No?" Sebastian's voice sounded far away, even to himself, but he pushed on. "Hair, perhaps."


  He grunted and coughed at the knee in his stomach.


  "Still not right?" he wheezed. "Maybe you'd like a pair of balls, but I'm not sure –"


  The rest of his quip was cut off by a punch to his trachea. His body jerked and strained to take in air like a veritable puppet.


  When Sebastian had choked out most of the blinding pain, he felt his head get yanked up. The man's eyes reminded him of a rat, though no animal on the streets could ever be so well fed.


  "Is this what the rebels are growing these days?" the man sneered. "A street urchin who whores himself out for a bite to eat?"


  Sebastian blinked.


  "That's right," the man pushed further, dug the claws in deeper. "You think I don't know about your little interlude? I just didn't know how cheaply you sold that sweet body of yours."


  Groping fingers reached into the hem of his pants. Sebastian acted out of instinct – he jerked and landed a kick to the shins. The man howled in pain and released him, even as the large brute pulled back to punch him.


  This would be the end. All that power, all that force directed right at his head would snap his neck. He'd failed his father. He'd failed himself, and the fact that it would be over in a matter of seconds was very cold comfort. He closed his eyes.


  But the blow never came. A scuffling sound was followed by a loud grunt.


  Sebastian snapped his eyes opened and saw Drake slice across the brute's neck. Blood splattered the one of higher rank, who began screeching incoherently. Drake unlatched Sebastian's restraints, but this time he didn't let him fall – he caught Sebastian in his arms. Even that small drop pushed a groan from Sebastian's lips. His body was sorely battered.


  "You came back," Sebastian whispered.


  "I never left," he murmured. "Not really."


  But Sebastian didn't have time to ask what that meant because Drake pulled off his uniform jacket and wrapped it around Sebastian. He shouldn't take it, not only because it was Drake's but because it was Ke'lan, but he was so cold, so chilled to the fucking bones that he pulled it tighter around him.


  Drake herded him to the door.


  "Stop," the official shrilled. "Don't you leave."


  Drake turned, as slow and deliberate as a timepiece. "You are lucky I don't kill you, too. I still might change my mind."


  The man's florid cheeks paled considerably, but he pressed on, the imbecile. "You can keep the boy. No one will begrudge you a pet. Just put the weapon down, and we can forget about all of this."


  Drake said nothing, moved not at all. Sebastian held his breath, terrified that Drake would yield to the suddenly oh-so-reasonable idiot. Despite the man's ingratiating words, as long as Drake was with the Ke'lan, neither of them would be safe.


  "I cannot forget," Drake said. "I don't think I want to."


  Drake nudged Sebastian out of the room and followed him into the hall, carefully closed the thick iron door, and locked it. As if on cue, incessant banging and indignant yelling began on the other side.


  Sebastian smirked and immediately regretted it as pain shot daggers through his torn skin. He groaned softly.


  Drake snapped a look at him. He didn't say anything, but rage rolled off him like storm clouds. When he spoke, his voice was soft. "Can you walk?"


  Yes. Sebastian took a step forward and promptly crumbled. Drake caught him and bit out a curse.


  "Just a second," Sebastian mumbled.


  "We don't have a second," Drake said. "Come on. Try to walk. I'll support you. I'd carry you, but I need my hands free in case we run into anyone."


  Sebastian snorted at the thought of anyone carrying him. Even half-starved, he was not a small man. "I'd like to see you try."


  "We'll put that on the list," Drake said as they hobbled down the hallway, away from the muted shouts.


  "Which list is that?"


  "The list of things I'm going to do to you when you're a free man."


  Sebastian's heart stopped, that's all there was to it. In only a second or two, it stuttered to an unsteady rhythm, but the damage was done. He fell in love with this man.


  Which only served to make his words a lie, because Sebastian belonged to him, completely. He would never be free of those deep blue eyes. Just like Drake had said. He could not forget. He wouldn't want to.


  They made it three corridors down before they were found out. A young man with baby-smooth skin saluted Drake, then peered at Sebastian curiously. "Sir?"


  "Carry on, soldier," Drake ordered, though a resigned inevitability seeped into his command. The evidence of their treason was written all over Sebastian, in the mass of bruises covered with Drake's coat.


  The man shuffled, clearly reluctant to countermand his superior. "Sir," he stuttered, "official regulations decree that prisoner transport occur through proper…"


  "I don't suppose you're the type to be swayed by a bribe?" Drake asked.


  The boy's eyes widened in innocent shock, making the soldier's garb all the more ill-fitting.


  "What are you doing?" Sebastian demanded, even though he was in no position to be anything other than a supplicant. Even though his exposed cuts marked him as little more than a slave, a peon, he spoke to Drake like an equal. "Let's put him in a room, just like the other."


  Drake sighed. "I don't think so."


  The young man's eyes darted between them, just as confused as Sebastian about things like mission objectives and pecking order. He started to slide away, slink down the hall.


  "Are you… are we just letting him go?" Sebastian asked.


  When the soldier got far enough away, he broke out into a run. The latent anger in the back of Sebastian's mind simmered over. He had no right to be angry. He had no rights at all, but his mind never took well to helplessness, no matter how much practice it got.


  "This way." Drake started to turn away, but he saw Sebastian standing still and sighed. "He would've gotten in trouble. If we restrained him, they'd punish him."


  Sebastian felt himself soften at that. Drake fought like a soldier, but he cared like the best of men. Whatever had hardened Drake's heart, Sebastian knew what was inside. Sebastian hadn't taught Drake anything, he'd only needed him.


  Sebastian allowed Drake to pull him back down the corridor, but they had only made one corner before a loud whirring sound battered his ears. Red lights sprayed up from the baseboards.


  Drake pushed him through a small metal door. The stairs were metal, too, and their steps made such a racket that they could be heard over the alarm. There was no use trying to be quiet, they banged up the steps like a dramatic composition played on an out-of-tune pedalboard.


  At the very top, Drake opened a door to the outside – five floors up. Cold winds swept into the crawlspace, biting at Sebastian's open wounds.


  Drake stepped out onto the ledge and turned back.


  Sebastian looked out at the purple hued mountains in the distance. "You're crazy."


  The corner of Drake's lip turned up, not unkindly. He reached out his hand.


  "And I'm just crazy enough to follow you." Sebastian ignored the hollow in his stomach and took Drake's hand. He didn't look down, not even when his foot scuffed the stone ledge. They started a slow shuffle along the wall.


  "I wasn't always like this, you know," Drake said conversationally.


  Sebastian inched beside him, as rigid as the brick that pushed at his back. In the chilly air and even colder panic, he couldn't even feel his injuries.


  "I made my living hurting people. Killing them. I didn't care about the grisly fates of upstanding young soldiers or innocent prisoners."


  Sebastian breathed deeply, but the air seemed too thin to sustain him. He realized that Drake was trying to distract him and forced his mind to center on the words. "What changed?" he choked out.


  "It's the craziest thing." Drake reached a rope that hung from the roof. He latched it around Sebastian's waist, then looked straight into his eyes. "I met a man who taught me better."


  Drake tugged on the rope, and Sebastian was lifted up, up and over. He tumbled into the strong arms that didn't even falter as Sebastian struggled. But in a second, he was nudged aside, and the rope went back down for Drake.


  Then Drake was there too, but there wasn't time to react. He couldn't bring up the words, the emotions, with this soldier between them.


  "Status?" Drake asked the soldier.


  The man cocked his head back, pointing to the conspicuous glossy black hovercraft behind him. "I have a vehicle waiting with the geocode disabled."


  "Thank you." Something flickered over Drake's face. "You could come with us?"


  The man's glance flickered to Sebastian, then back at Drake. There was the smallest crack in his impassive face, just a sliver, but the light that shone through was blinding. Sebastian recognized it easily because he felt it himself, that gut-wrenching mixture of awe and love. "I don't think so."


  "Rory—" Drake started.


  "I'll be fine. Just… take care of yourself."


  A smile whispered across Drake's lips, and Sebastian felt strangely uncomfortable, as if he'd intruded upon a private moment. Then it was over, and Drake and Sebastian continued past the man named Rory and into the waiting craft.


  Drake maneuvered them up high into the atmosphere, where the thick smog obscured even the high beams. They stuck to the skies as they cleared the cityspace.


  Sebastian pressed his fingers to the vents to soak up the warm air, but couldn't help turning to Drake "I don't believe that about you. That you didn't care."


  Drake frowned. "You should. I'm not safe for you."


  So that was what he thought of himself. It shouldn't have been surprising. Drake carried the weight of the world on him. "You didn't hurt me," he pointed out.


  But even as the words left his lips, the response hung in the air. Yet.


  There were no promises between them. Sebastian owed him his life, but he had nothing to offer as recompense. A paltry blowjob would not suffice, nor would Drake appreciate a martyr.


  Drake was so far above him in every sense.


  They rode the rest of the way in silence. Sebastian wondered if Drake regretted his actions. If not now, then maybe tomorrow. He'd just abandoned his career, his life for a street urchin. Sebastian only had himself to offer as recompense, and he was painfully aware of how little he was worth.


  CHAPTER 4


  The purple-black clouds began to dissipate, giving way to blue skies, and Sebastian knew they'd left the city. When the smog was nothing more than thick smoky tendrils swirling around the hovercraft, he looked back. The dark mass blemished the pale sky like a bruise.


  The craft tilted in descent. Drake controlled the helm with the same quiet intensity with which he had interrogated him, with the same graceful efficiency he had used to break Sebastian from the Ke'lan prison.


  A blanket of lush green puzzled him for a beat. Treetops. He had been to the countryside before, seen the blue of the sky, but he hadn't ever seen this much plant life in one place. And these trees were thick and clumpy, not the even grid of an oxygen sustainability farm.


  Startling blue gashed through the green blanket. Water.


  That seemed to be what Drake was waiting for, because he rode the river like a track until he brought them down in a small clearing near the bank. The hovercraft landed with a thud.


  The grim mask that Drake wore did not invite questions, did not encourage intimacy of any kind. Sebastian's stomach clenched, holding in the questions he wanted to ask. What was going to happen next? Did he get to stay with Drake?


  But Drake answered part of it anyway, with a nod toward the babbling river. "Go ahead and clean off. We've got a couple of hours to kill before we can head back."


  Still, Sebastian waited.


  Drake leafed through a supply pack, then looked up. "What's wrong?"


  "Head back where?"


  Drake sighed, though without apparent anger. "I've got a place in the city, outside Ke'lan gates. We'll be safe there, but we can't travel out in the open to get there. We'll wait until sundown and then walk." His eyes flicked over Sebastian's welts and bruises. "You should rest now."


  Sebastian made his way to the riverbank, determined not to limp. What had he expected, a declaration of love? Drake said kind words to him, words that spoke of respect. There was some physical attraction, too, but that was all.


  The water groped his skin, stabbing him with tiny icicles that made his breath catch. He sluiced it over his flayed flesh, willing the wounds to clean out and just freeze the fuck off. It wasn't like the warm cloth Drake had used, but then, nothing was.


  He needed to stop hoping for more. His time in Ke'lan province was over.


  He'd always been a drifter. This time he didn't even have his father to bring with him. He'd drift away, but he'd be leaving his heart behind. He was free and alive and that was supposed to be enough.


  Turned out he was a fool in love, but then it was only fitting. He was a fool in all things.


  Soap would have been nice but insanely cold water would have to do. He ran his hands gingerly over his body, washing away the blood and grime and ferreting out new aches to ponder. He ran his stiffened fingers over his limp cock and tucked balls, trying not to think of eyes as cold as this water.


  Then again, why did he have to deprive himself of such fantasies? Drake wanted his body. It was a little worse for wear at the moment, but hell, Sebastian could make him forget about that.


  He stroked his cock once, twice. Even though his mind was halfway there, his dick was firmly in hibernation mode. Well, that was some consolation – as incredibly hot as Drake was, he couldn't overcome nature.


  "You're looking well," Drake said. Considering hung in the air.


  Sebastian's hand froze on his cock as he looked over. Drake leaned up against a tree, naked and hard and glorious.


  Drake's gaze raked him down and up. "Don't stop on my account."


  Sebastian didn't move, but his dick hardened in his grip. So much for consolation. Still, he could not submit to Drake so easily. It had been beaten into him, starved into him that he relied only on himself. He didn't give up a single inch, not even to someone who helped him. That was for suckers. And if he didn't want to be that way with Drake, it didn't much matter. Survival habits were impossible to break.


  "I thought I should rest," Sebastian said.


  "I did say that," Drake conceded. "But you seem tense."


  A smile played at Sebastian's lips. As come-ons went, this one was pretty blunt, but it suited Drake. "I suppose you can loosen me up."


  Drake smirked. There was no other word for it. "I might be able to think of one or two ways."


  "Just two?"


  "Well, you are injured."


  The contrast between his staid words and naked form was too much for Sebastian. "Don't hold back on my account," he repeated Drake's words.


  Drake's hips jerked, the tiny motion drawing an answering thrust from Sebastian's. Fifteen feet away and they were practically fucking. And suddenly, unaccountably, he was shy. The clear, low river left him exposed.


  "Come out," Drake said, the low rumble like the purr of a large cat. Or a growl.


  Sebastian wavered, caught between disobedience and crippling fear.


  "I didn't take you as timid," Drake said. "Unless... Sebastian, if you don't want to…"


  "No!" Seeing Drake's uncertainty spurred him into action. It was one thing for him to think Sebastian was a dick, another entirely for him to doubt Sebastian's desire for him. He sloshed out of the water. The air stung his puckered skin, but he was heated in his core.


  As he crossed the pebbled bank, Drake's body tightened. It also hardened and lengthened to impressive proportions, giving Sebastian all sorts of ideas. When he came within arm's reach, Drake pulled him close and slid him against the tree.


  The bark pressed into his skin but didn't pain him. Drake's lips were on his, a hard, rough press of need. There was no finesse in that kiss, and Sebastian didn't want any. He moaned and softened and told Drake with his body what he couldn't put into words. I'm yours.


  The heat of Drake's body speared into him. His lips, his tongue felt thick and clumsy under the onslaught of Drake's clever manipulations. The numbness lifted in increments, like a tactile striptease. A firm hand behind his neck, holding him steady. The pressure of on his lower hip, pinning him against hard flesh. Soft hairs brushed his with every breath, every murmur.


  It came last, the hot brand of Drake's cock against his thigh, like a climax of its own. It had seemed impossible, in the cold dark of the prison cell. Even in the hovercraft. No. It was a dream.


  But the thick throb against his skin was too potent to be faked. Too perfect to be imagined. He was free, and he was with Drake. If this was all he'd have of his soldier, then he would make sure it was enough.


  "You're so cold," Drake murmured against his mouth. Even the soft heat of his breath shot needles into Sebastian's skin.


  "I'm not," Sebastian gasped, only then realizing he was breathless. He brought Drake's hand to his cock. Feel me.


  Drake groaned and tightened his fingers. Sebastian bucked gratefully, fucking the circle of his fingers until Drake pulled away. Sebastian moaned.


  "So impatient," Drake chided.


  Sparks ran through his body, electrifying him to the point of madness. Hell yes, he was impatient. But he wouldn't beg, not so soon.


  Instead he gave it back, starting with a lick to his brown, pebbled nipple. He caressed Drake's taut stomach, relishing the ripple beneath his fingers. Lower, lower, to the velvety hardness that belied Drake's cool countenance. It jutted from his body, thick and ruddy and eager.


  Sebastian allowed himself to slide down the tree, accepted the abrasion of the bark to his tender backside. Let the world batter him to bits. He couldn't stop them, couldn't control Drake. He could only love this man, with his body, his heart. For a bit of rubbish caught under Ke'lan's heel, that was more than enough. It was everything.


  He grasped Drake's cock and pulled it, stroked it, owned it, if only for this moment. He looked up through his lashes. Drake's cold calm was gone, taken over by feral lust. His lips twisted into a grimace of postponed pleasure. He looked like a man at the end of his rope, and Sebastian was just getting started.


  Sebastian darted his tongue out, a quick exploration, and came back with a smooth, salty musk on his tongue. His mouth watered, and he reached again, this time circling the broad head, laving the folded underside. Drake granted sounds only sparingly – gasp, a rumble cut short – like a king bestowing favors.


  Sebastian pushed deeper, impaling the warmth of his mouth onto Drake's buoyant cock. The tip scraped the back of his throat while his tongue played at the shaft. He forced a breath out, and back in, before forcing it into his throat in small, short punches.


  The coarse hairs below his abdomen tickled Sebastian's nose. Drake let out a hoarse, wordless groan of an animal suffering. Sebastian would have smiled if his mouth hadn't been stuffed full.


  With a wet sound, he pulled almost all the way back and savored the picture of a beautiful man brought low. Drake's arms rested heavily on the tree behind Sebastian's back, his thighs shuddered with the effort not to thrust.


  Sebastian licked his lips. "Did you want more?" he asked innocently.


  "Hell," Drake answered, though the sound resembled rocks grinding.


  Sebastian looked up, pretending to think. "Which did you like?" He swiped at the tip of Drake's cock. "This?" He swallowed it whole, then retreated. "Or that?"


  Drake grasped Sebastian's hair, guiding him to the cock. "Don't tease."


  Sebastian sucked complacently, pouting.


  In reprimand, Drake slid his hand to the back of Sebastian's neck, holding him steady for a slow, deep thrust.


  Sebastian wanted to prolong it, but the sweet pleasure of Drake's dominance sang through him. A moan erupted from him, sending vibrations that ran along Drake's cock and out of his mouth, as if they were one being.


  Drake thrust inside Sebastian's mouth to the steady beat of bliss, bringing them both higher. Sebastian ached with the effort not to touch himself, and failed twice, earning himself a yank to his hair. But still, Drake did not come.


  He had the control of a martyr, but Sebastian was determined. He lightly touched his teeth to the vein on Drake's cock. A guttural gasp warned him that he'd gone too far, caused pain or too much pleasure. How was he to know which other than to do it again? The second time, Drake bucked – hard – and Sebastian had to yank his mouth open to avoid biting down. Yes, Drake liked that.


  He allowed his teeth to scrape at the delicate skin, snagging it like a calloused finger to fine silk. Drake's body thrust without rhythm, held on the brink of release at the edge in a state of pleasurable agony.


  Drake tried to pull away, and Sebastian knew he was coming. He held on, with his lips set against his cock, his hands clinging to hips. Caught in his snare, Drake roared out his frustration, his release, his ecstasy to the open country sky.


  Warmth spurted onto his tongue, and he closed his eyes and drank it down, tucking away the elation that filled him so that it could warm him on some cold, future day.


  ****


  Drake would never get enough of him. Sebastian lounged, his body bruised but still beautiful. His eyes were dark and smug with carnal knowledge. It should have been a challenge, that look, but Drake drifted peacefully on the last waves of orgasm. There was nothing Sebastian could do to him that he wouldn't welcome. There was nothing Sebastian could take from him that he wouldn't give willingly.


  Dusk darkened the sky, but they still had time left, and besides, he owed Sebastian something. As soon as the weight of pleasure lifted enough for him to move, Drake tumbled Sebastian onto his back in the grass. Heavy-lidded eyes watched him.


  "You're pleased with yourself." Drake said. His voice came out hoarse.


  "Hell," Sebastian mimicked the rough way Drake had spoken earlier, clenched as he was in need's grasp. Impudent man. Adorable, fuckable man with a mouth that defied belief.


  He had overwhelmed Drake with only his touch, but Drake wasn't without weapons. The long, graceful cock that pointed to the sky worked for him, and Drake planned to use it to full advantage.


  He surveyed the rest of the body with remorse. Sebastian had been hurt, and Drake hadn't been there to stop it, not in time anyway. There were things he wanted to do to that body, all of it strenuous, some of it painful, but that would have to wait. Now he owed Sebastian only pleasure.


  "What do you want?" Drake asked putting his hand on Sebastian's cock. Not firm enough to provide pleasure but sure enough to claim possession.


  "Whatever you want."


  Drake removed his hand. Wrong answer.


  Vulnerability flickered in Sebastian's lust-drenched eyes. "I want you to fuck me."


  Satisfaction worked its way through Drake, and he allowed it to show on his face. "I didn't already do that?"


  A dull flush pinkened Sebastian's bronze cheeks. "You know what I mean. There."


  Drake delighted in the sudden shyness from the man who seemed so comfortable with his sexuality, when Drake hadn't had any at all in years. Whatever well it had been pulled from, Drake wanted to wrap that sweet innocence around them both, shielding them forever from the harsh realities of a world at war.


  "You'll have to tell me what you mean," Drake cajoled. "I couldn't guess."


  The light flush bloomed to a crimson red across Sebastian's cheeks and chest. "My ass." His teeth were clenched. "I want you to fuck my ass."


  Drake rewarded him with caress down his cock, soothed him with a palm across his thigh. He tightened the grip on his cock to a fist. He slid his hand under the thigh, pushing it aside. Despite the fact that he'd just come, and come hard, his cock raged at full mast.


  He spread Sebastian's legs wide, baring him open. His cock sloped upward, his balls hung heavy, and the dark shadowed prize waited beneath them. Drake probed the closed pucker, feeling it tense and release.


  Drake paused as uncertainty battered his lust. He'd never done this before. It had been years since he'd had sex with his wife. Since then he'd experienced only the occasional touch or taste with a soldier while they made camp. He wasn't ashamed of what they were about to do, but he didn't want to hurt Sebastian.


  Sebastian seemed to understand. He sat up and took Drake into his mouth again, laving it with with slickness. When it was thoroughly wet and Drake could take no more teasing, he pushed Sebastian pack into position and placed his cock at the entrance.


  "Let me in," he said.


  Sebastian threw his head back, and Drake knew he tried to relax but failed. Drake dipped his head and licked the glistening tip of Sebastian's cock.


  The bud under Drake's finger only tightened further, but he pressed on, suckling at the tip until the waves of pleasure swept Sebastian away. On a gasp, Drake pushed the tip of his finger inside. Immediately Sebastian clenched around him, small and hot, but he refused to retreat. He ran the flat of his tongue under Sebastian's cock and slid his finger deeper.


  Drake worked the length of one finger into the unbearable tightness of Sebastian's channel. Sebastian wanted it, he knew, but his body was unaccountably nervous, skittish, and so Drake went slowly, carefully. His finger coaxed and cajoled the trust necessary to accomplish their end goal. His mouth distracted and teased, methodically dismantling whatever fears Sebastian might hold in his mind.


  When the first finger could move with ease, the second tucked inside with it. Without grease this would be an arduous task but Drake was never one to back down from a challenge, not when the reward would be so sweet. He wanted to see Sebastian's face in rapture while his cock was buried deep inside. He needed Sebastian to lose himself, to come and come and forget all the pain he'd endured.


  When four fingers were tightly ensconced in the clutch of Sebastian's body, and Sebastian responded by widening his legs impossibly farther, by fucking back on those fingers, Drake knew it was time. He carefully removed his fingers and eased the head of his cock inside. Sebastian gasped and bucked, but that wasn't the hard part, not when he'd just been stretched. Drake eased himself in, bit by bit, allowing Sebastian's body to spasm around the intrusion and ultimately submit with a strong, warm grip.


  Drake stroked Sebastian's cock with each small thrust of his hips. "Do you like it?"


  "Gods…" Sebastian's face was a mask of torment, alluring and heart wrenching.


  "Yes," Drake ground out, gritting his teeth against the rippling pleasure. "Good."


  "It hurts. Don't stop." Sebastian thrashed on the ground, staked by Drake's cock.


  "More," Drake demanded, never ceasing his stroking.


  Sebastian moaned, low and long. "Just don't stop. Don't ever stop. Fuck me, Drake. Harder."


  Drake was unable to resist. He pulled back an inch and then rammed inside. They grunted together in a symphony of masculine lust, Sebastian's willing submission a sweet counterpoint to Drake's helpless dominance.


  The swell of pleasure boiled over inside Drake. He sped his hand on Sebastian's cock. Sebastian's hands grappled the ground, reached for Drake. Sebastian let out a soft cry as cum spilled over Drake's hand. The ripples grew into waves around Drake's cock, dragging him under to completion.


  He was brought back to awareness by small whimpers from the man below him.


  "Shh," he soothed. "It's okay, sweet one. You're safe."


  He waited until Sebastian quieted before reaching down to the well-used opening and slowly pulled his cock free. He massaged the area, while leaving soothing kisses along the line of Sebastian's shoulder.


  When Sebastian settled, Drake fell to the side, pulling Sebastian to him. Soon they would get up and face their futures. Their lives would not be easy, but they would be each other's solace on the road ahead. The world was barren of magic, and yet the darkly blanketed sky provided cover for their trek tonight.


  He landed a final regretful kiss on Sebastian's shoulder. "Let's go wash up. We've got a lot of walking to do."


  CHAPTER 5


  Drake watched Sebastian stumble and right himself. It hurt not to help, but Drake knew Sebastian would not appreciate an acknowledgment of his weakness. Already they had argued about the supply packs, and Drake now carried all of them. But of course – he was uninjured.


  He had loaded Sebastian with water and a protein injection, but eight rotations across a barren desert was no small feat for the healthy. The man really needed rest, but Drake assumed he would prefer to see his father as soon as possible.


  He hadn't even told Sebastian about that yet. He told himself he didn't want to get Sebastian's hopes up in case something happened in the interim. He didn't want to risk exciting Sebastian when his health was so fragile, and they had so long to travel. But a tiny voice taunted him that once Sebastian had his father back, he would begin to make plans that didn't involve Drake.


  Was Drake really so selfish that he would keep Sebastian with him, beholden by a sense of obligation? That remained to be seen.


  The clay hills stretched before them like old skin, sunburned and cracked. Dust eddies swirled as they passed like miniature, harmless tornadoes. The temperature dipped once the sun sank below the horizon.


  "How much longer? Just wondering," Sebastian panted.


  A surge of frustration ran through Drake's body at the sight of his physical distress. He felt fury toward the men who hurt Sebastian, even for himself who had dragged him out here. Sebastian wasn't trained for this shit, and even a well-trained soldier with those types of injuries would struggle at this trek.


  He would throw the man over his shoulder if he thought Sebastian would allow it. He was tempted to do it anyway.


  "We can take a rest," Drake said.


  "No." Sebastian set his mouth in a determined slash, but his nostrils flared with the effort. "I'm fine."


  Drake didn't believe that for a second, but he allowed the lie to walk beside them, as Sebastian slowed and the cold grew stronger. Sebastian gained a limp for his troubles, and Drake couldn't take it anymore.


  "You won't allow me to help you?" he asked, unable to wring the frustration from his voice.


  Sebastian threw him a dark glance. "I think you've done enough."


  The venom surprised him, though it shouldn't have. Sebastian did nothing half-assed, including, apparently, resenting the hell out of Drake. "You'd rather I left you there?"


  "I didn't say that."


  "Then what did you mean?"


  "Stop being so fucking reasonable!" Sebastian shouted.


  Drake knew he was being baited, but damn it, it was working. He reminded himself that Sebastian had been through a hell of a lot these past couple days, and considering the grim future that awaited them, it was likely to continue. He reminded himself that Sebastian was a hot head, and that's what he liked about him.


  Hell, loved.


  What use was it to deny the new stitching on his heart, the one that proclaimed Sebastian its owner?


  "I don't like to see you struggle," Drake said softly.


  Sebastian stopped and stared off into the dusty ether. "That's all I do," he finally said in a voice choked with weariness. "It's all I am."


  Drake put his hand on Sebastian's shoulder. "Then let me help."


  Sebastian tensed under his palm, and Drake waited to be thrown off. But then Sebastian turned and wrapped an arm around Drake's shoulder, embracing him, using him for support as they pushed on. Despite the significance of the submission, there was no resentment in Sebastian's touch. No pain at the loss of independence as Drake had feared. Only the steady plod of a man determined.


  It was that perseverance that had kept Sebastian alive, Drake decided. Though he hoped this was one of many times Sebastian would rely on him, he would do well not to tarnish that core of steel, lest he threaten that which he held most dear.


  Their path passed slower now, joined as they were, but the goal was more assured. After a long while the house became visible as a white dot, which grew into a hazy gray box. It was an oasis of sorts, and Drake let himself feel a moment's relief even though he knew this was only a pit stop.


  Finally they reached the world-worn home and dragged up its front steps. It was time.


  "Sebastian."


  He looked up at Drake, and the vulnerability seared him like a scorching hot wire.


  "When I left you there, I went to find El Basque like you asked me to."


  Sebastian's eyes widened, but his breath quickened – too fast, considering they'd already been panting. "Where?" he breathed out.


  Drake nodded toward the house. "Here. I don't know if—"


  But he didn't need to explain, because then Maria was at the door, ushering them inside and dragging Sebastian to his father. Drake watched them embrace from the door. Quietly, so as not to disturb, he gave instructions for Maria to provide Sebastian with whatever he needed, and asked her to tend his wounds.


  Then he turned to leave.


  "Drake, wait."


  He paused at the sound of Sebastian's voice but didn't turn around. "What is it?" He hadn't meant it to come out so harsh, as if he was berating one of his subordinates for speaking out of line.


  "I just… thank you. Thank you."


  His voice was boyish in its gratitude, but imbued with meaning. You did this for me, his voice practically sang. And hell, it was only the truth, but somehow Drake didn't feel up to it. It was too much, too fast, and when exactly had Drake decided he couldn't live without Sebastian?


  "It's nothing."


  "No," Sebastian said, so earnest. "I know what it must have taken. I thought you wouldn't… I thought you didn't…"


  He couldn't stand to hear anymore, not another word of desperate gratitude, for his escape, for his father. He whirled on Sebastian. "I said it was nothing. Nothing. What I did for you, I'd do for anyone, understand?"


  And there it was – the surprise, the pain, the proof that Drake could fuck it up with the best of them.


  "I understand," Sebastian said his voice too wavery to be believed. But then he'd slipped back into the room and the low murmurs came from within. Drake retreated to his room, knowing he'd proved himself a coward once again.


  He sat on the small bed and pulled out the photograph of a woman, her hands resting on her still-flat belly. Her smile was full of pride and promise – a promise never fulfilled. What would she think of him now? He could imagine her teasing him that it had taken him long enough, that he'd finally gotten his head out of his behind. And then she'd smack it, and he'd pay her back in kind, but that was only in his head now.


  He could imagine her laughing over Sebastian's fire, encouraging him to nettle Drake. Yes, she would like Sebastian. She would probably think Drake was getting his just rewards for being a stoic bastard, and that sounded about right to him.


  A smile was on his face, though he couldn't remember how it got there, or when he'd last done a thing like that. His cheeks were suspiciously wet, but it didn't signify, not when he had a life again. A future, again.


  He only had to convince another man of that fact, and he had no doubt he would succeed. He hadn't been made the commander of the Eastern Ke'lan province for nothing, had he? This was the time to prove his mettle.


  ****


  Sebastian's throat clenched at the sight of his father. Elation that he was free clashed dangerously with despair at the harsh lines of suffering etched on the older man's face.


  El Basque's hand, spotted with age, scuttled over to cover his. "Do not look at me like that. It was a good life."


  Sebastian knew it to be a lie. He had waited for his father outside the taverns, seen him thrown out on the dirt for loosening his tongue to the wrong person. He had witnessed his father's nightly rages, felt the force of them through his father's fists.


  El Basque chuckled softly, a harsh rattling sound. "If it wasn't always a good life, it was the better for having you in it."


  "I'm sorry," he whispered, and suddenly he was a little boy again, huddled on the floor. He didn't know what he'd done wrong, just that he should have done better.


  El Basque didn't hit him this time, didn't yell or stumble to his cot. "No, I need to apologize. I owe you that." He coughed and spasmed. "I didn't do right by you."


  Sebastian shook his head. "No."


  "Ah, well." El Basque closed his eyes. "I pray to see your mother in the after. I'm sure she will have words for me." He opened them again. "But you have this man, no?"


  A life's worth of emotion swirled in Sebastian's stomach. "He just helped me. That's all."


  "Yes, but it is more than that."


  It could never be more than that. Sebastian had already caused enough trouble for him. He had nothing to offer Drake, and he refused to cling to him like a leech. "We have to leave here."


  "It is a nice house. Small, but warm." El Basque breathed deeply. "It would be a good place to die."


  Sebastian sucked in a breath and considered asking Drake permission to stay. For how long? Would he sleep in Drake's bed? He weighed his already emaciated honor and decided he could not whore himself out, not even for a bed for his father. Every man has his limit.


  "I'm sorry," Sebastian repeated.


  His father shut his eyes. "Do not worry, son. Come to me when it is time."


  Sebastian left the room, almost crashing into the elderly woman who stood outside the room. She directed him wordlessly to a small empty bedroom, and then proceeded to scrub him down, despite his best efforts to dissuade her. She cleaned his cuts and put liniments on his bruises. He refused the little contraband tablet of medicine she offered.


  When she finally left him tucked in bed, he stole from the room. It wasn't hard to find Drake, slumbering in another soft bed. He looked too peaceful to disturb, but there was only now. The moonlight slashed his bare chest. His body was beautiful, but it was Drake's eyes, now closed, that would haunt him.


  Sebastian climbed into the bed, trying to memorize the warmth that encased him. He scooted closer, nuzzling into Drake's side like a pup trying to drink sustenance.


  "Feeling better?" Drake mumbled.


  "I have to talk to you," Sebastian whispered.


  Drake swiped a hand over his face, but his eyes remained closed. "In the morning."


  Sebastian took the opportunity to memorize that face. "I'll need to leave before then."


  "Don't leave." He wasn't sure Drake was even awake for this.


  "You'll understand," Sebastian said, curling into his side. "I have to." He closed his eyes, and fell asleep.


  ****


  Sebastian woke in the dark before dawn. His body was well accustomed to such a schedule from years of training, to abandoning whatever temporary sleeping location they'd used the night before. To seeking out food and water before his father awoke and needed them.


  Drake lay on the bed beside him, though sometime in the night they had switched places. Their limbs were in a tangle, and Sebastian moved incrementally to make sure he did not disturb Drake. He was a coward, but he had no desire to face Drake in the light of day.


  Drake would insist that he stay, at least for a while. He would feel responsible for Sebastian and want him to heal before making the journey. Sebastian could not countenance the idea of living in Drake's home, even sleeping in his bed, but not having him.


  Plus there was the small detail that he planned to steal Drake's vehicle.


  It was the right thing to leave. He hated to steal, but it was the only way to accomplish it. He didn't think Drake would mind.


  What I did for you, I'd do for anyone, understand?


  That's all he was to Drake – a charity case. He crept from the room, quietly, carefully, and made his way downstairs. He packed enough food to last for a couple days, knowing it would take at least that before they reached another town.


  Sebastian went to wake El Basque. "It's time to go."


  His father allowed himself to be wrapped in sheets. "Thank you, son."


  Sebastian did not like the finality of the words. They sounded like goodbye. "You're going to be well," he said fiercely.


  El Basque smiled faintly. "I know."


  Sebastian set his jaw and carried him down the stairs, cringing at every creak of the old wood. He settled him into a makeshift cot of wood and blankets.


  He walked back into the house, almost running into the woman again. Damn, she was quiet. Would she tell Drake they were leaving?


  She handed him a small bundle. Sebastian peeked inside and saw the medicines she'd used last night.


  He managed a smile. "Thank you, ma'am."


  Her wizened face crinkled into a smile of her own, then she disappeared into the house. How she managed to move that quickly, he didn't know. He went to gather the last of the supplies he'd plucked from the house's pantry, feeling like the worst kind of louse. He knew that Drake had plenty left, that he would have allowed Sebastian to take what he needed, but also that Drake would not be happy to find him gone.


  He held his breath as the old vehicle rumbled to a start. He pulled to the front of the house and stared at the door. All this quiet, all this creeping, and suddenly he wanted nothing more than for


  Drake to come running out of the house, icy blue eyes blazing. Drake would tell him off, but Sebastian deserved it. And then he would get to say a proper goodbye.


  None of that happened. The door remained shut, Drake remained sleeping, and Sebastian remained a selfish little shit. He looked back at the still lump that was his father and knew he had best get going if he wanted to find shelter before the end of the day.


  With one last, long look at the plain white house, Sebastian left Drake behind.


  ****


  The wheels clattered over the uneven clay, jolting them along. He could hear the makeshift cot rattle against the wooden base of the caravan.


  The sound wormed its way into Sebastian's conscience. He was the cause of his father's suffering now. And not only that, he thought of Drake's face when he said he was leaving. Had he seen sadness in those blue eyes? Hurt even?


  Because he was surely hurting. Every revolution of the wheels was like a crank to his heart, winding and grinding until there'd be nothing left.


  In the rear-facing mirror, a lone insect crawled the horizon, traveling closer until it morphed into a single man on a bike. It roomed even closer and pulled alongside him. The rider lifted his visor, and Sebastian could see that it was not a man but a woman. He slowed, and she matched his speed.


  "Where are you headed?" her melodious voice called.


  Sebastian's shrug blended into the bumps of the terrain.


  She glanced back at the covered caravan of the vehicle. "It's not safe to travel alone in these parts."


  "Then what are you doing?"


  She grinned. "Living dangerously."


  Sebastian allowed himself a small laugh. He should probably be more worried – this could be an ambush or hell, a woman could handle a gun as well as a man – but somehow he wasn't.


  "There's a watershed about two miles that away," she said. "They overcharge but they don't ask questions."


  "Thanks for the tip," Sebastian said.


  The roar of the bike between her legs signaled her imminent departure.


  "Hey, wait," Sebastian called. "Maybe I'll see you there."


  "You betcha, soldier." She pulled ahead of him and drove away. Bemused, he watched her shrinking form, shimmery in the desert. Soldier. He wasn't a soldier, although he knew one. Hell, he wasn't ever getting away from this, was he? The reasons he had left seemed small in his mind.


  His pride was not worth it.


  His foot rested on the brake, leaden by the weight of his self-disgust. The vehicle slowed to a lurching stop. He would not make this decision alone. Crawling over the supplies, he knelt beside the cot. He reached for the blanket and touched on warmth. He pulled back the blanket.


  "Stopping already?" asked a low voice that could only belong to Drake.


  Sebastian jumped back. "Fuck."


  "Such language," Drake mocked gently, sitting up in the cot. "Or was that a suggestion?"


  Hope sprung up, but he stuffed it back. "What are you doing here?"


  Drake stretched, producing a series of cracks. "El Basque and I made an accord. He wanted to stay there. I wanted to come with you."


  An odd feeling of triumph tiptoed through him, but he wasn't ready to give in so easily. "Going behind my back, swapping places, and hiding for eight revolutions was the most straightforward way?"


  "Trust me," Drake said in what was almost a drawl. "I have experience with these things."


  "You're a bastard," Sebastian said, but it came out far more breathy than he'd intended. Seductive almost.


  "True enough, but you're stuck with me." Drake paused in his all-too-casual perusal of the tiny-boxed space to look Sebastian in the eye. "Right?"


  Hell, did Drake still doubt him? He must, considering Sebastian had left him.


  "I travel to no one and nowhere," Sebastian said hoarsely. It was meant as a warning. He had nothing to offer Drake, however he might want him.


  "Bring me with you, and never be alone." Drake pulled him down onto the thin cot, where he promptly forgot where he was and stopped caring where they went.


  THE END
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  He looked so calm and relaxed around the horses. No, more than just relaxed--he looked comfortable. Most people who came out to the farm to interview him were appalled by the mud, wary of the animals, and too concerned about getting their clothes dirty to interest him.


  This guy looked like he belonged. Shit, he was so screwed...


  ~ Sarah Madison
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  LIFE BEING WHAT IT IS, ONE DREAMS OF REVENGE - A ROMANCE IN THREE ACTS


  by Sarah Black, with Commentary by Paul Gauguin


  ACT 1


  In the first act, the characters are introduced and the setting is presented (from The Structure of a Three Act Play).


  "A compromise is the art of dividing a cake in such a way that everyone believes that he has got the biggest piece." Paul Gauguin


  CHARACTERS:


  Gabriel Archuleta is a writer who has been living on the small Fijian Island of Koro for twenty years. He fled the US after the publication of his groundbreaking genre-bending erotic romantic poetry/novel hybrid called Searching for Evangeline. He has recently, and reluctantly, consented to an interview by a reporter from Rolling Stone. They made him an offer he could not refuse.


  Ben Blue is a dreamy young reporter who fell in love with love while reading Searching for Evangeline twenty years before. While his life experience is beginning to test his belief in the lessons learned at the knee of this great romance, he still clings to the belief that true, pure love does exist. He sleeps with a fellow reporter in exchange for the plum assignment of interviewing the great Gabriel Archuleta on the small island of Koro.


  SETTING:


  The island of Koro is the sixth largest in the Fiji Archipelago. It takes 2-3 days of travel by plane, boat, and ferry to get to Koro from the US. Gabriel Archuleta lives in the village of Waisali, with a population of twenty.


  Ben Blue stumbled off the ferry when it landed on Koro at 0200. It was raining like he had never seen rain before, buckets of warm, silky water flowing over his head, in his eyes, and down his back. One of the deck hands gave him a big banana leaf, and Ben put it over his head. It channeled the warm rain directly into his shoes, which caused all the men watching him to laugh. Ben had to laugh, too. Everyone on Fiji laughed, and when they weren't laughing, they were grinning. Ben felt like it was a good sign. Gabriel Archuleta was a notorious recluse, said to be a curmudgeon, though no one had really spoken to him in years. But he could not possibly live with these laughing people and be anything but as cheerful and welcoming as they were.


  "Going to Waisali? You're the reporter, right? Gabriel told me to bring you." The man was big, pro football big, and he was wearing a shirt with hibiscus flowers and shorts and flip flops. He pointed to his truck, and Ben threw his backpack into the bed of the truck and climbed in after it. The front was already full of a hugely pregnant woman and two wiggling brown kids who looked at Ben through the glass, studied the banana leaf over his head, then fell all over their mother, giggling.


  The ride was bumpy and wet, a confusion of bird sound and rain on tropical vegetation. The smell was indescribable, honey and red dirt and everything green and fertile in the world. Ben felt like he was coming home to a place he'd never been before, and found himself humming an old John Denver song under his breath.


  He'd fallen asleep, his head cradled on his backpack. The truck stopped and the tailgate was pulled down.


  "Is he breathing?" The voice was American, and sounded like he'd been laughing. Ben opened his eyes. "Welcome to Koro."


  For a moment, Ben thought he was looking into the face of a tiger. Untidy black hair curling a bit in the damp, eyes glowing like amber. Ben crawled out of the truck, nearly fell trying to stand up. He stuck his hand out. "Hello, Sir. I'm so pleased to meet you, and I'm looking forward to meeting Evangeline, too. I can't tell you how much it's meant to me…"


  He stopped. The man had his hands on his hips, and he sighed. "Come on in the house. You got something for me?"


  "Oh, right." Ben dug the envelope out of the inside of his backpack, handed it over, and hoped Gabriel Archuleta had not seen that his precious envelope had made the trip next to Ben's underwear and dirty t-shirts. Ben had read the super-secret note, of course, halfway across the Pacific. The envelope held a check for twelve thousand dollars and a note from one of the senior editors that said, Gabriel, long time, brother. You've tortured the world long enough, yeah? For this, I expect some Shock and Awe. Don't let me down. Be nice to the kid.


  ACT 2


  An event occurs which changes the protagonist's world forever (from The Structure of a Three Act Play)


  "We never really know what stupidity is until we have experimented on ourselves." Paul Gauguin


  ~ Excerpt from Rolling Stone Magazine Interview, April, 2012, titled GABRIEL ARCHULETA IS A LIAR


  BLUE: I guess I'm a bit confused. Are you saying there never was an Evangeline?


  ARCHULETA: I started writing the book in 1978. It was a different time. Different rules.


  BLUE: In what way?


  ARCHULETA: In every way! Don't pretend to be a damn fool.


  BLUE: What exactly does this mean? That book has meant so much to so many people over the years. People who believe in the idea of one soul mate, a true love that a person must travel through life to find. Are you saying now this isn't true? You just, what, made it all up?


  ARCHULETA: I'm saying I'm gay. What is it you kids say these days? Duh?


  BLUE: You're….Evangeline is a man?


  ARCHULETA: Jesus, you are a damn fool.


  Interview continued next day


  BLUE: Mr. Archuleta, you've been in Fiji since nine months after the publication of Searching for Evangeline. In all that time, you've done no interviews. Why now? Why did you consent to see a reporter from Rolling Stone?


  ARCHULETA: Let me show you something. (GA took reporter out to the porch behind his house, which looked over a green valley, then up a mountain slope of verdant, dense rain forest) What do you see?


  BLUE: Innocence? Paradise? Land untouched by man's hand?


  ARCHULETA: All of that. (pointing) Cacao, coconuts, sugar cane, vanilla. See them now? I'm trying to find a way to let this beautiful place stay true to itself. You understand?


  BLUE: Wait a minute. Rolling Stone gave you twelve thousand dollars so you can make chocolate bars?


  ARCHULETA: How do you know how much Rolling Stone gave me?


  Interview continued the next morning


  BLUE: Mr. Archuleta…


  ARCHULETA: I told you to call me Gabriel


  BLUE: Oh, sorry, Gabriel. What are you writing now? Why haven't you written a single word for over twenty years? Cat got your fictional tongue?


  ARCHULETA: (grinning) You sound a little miffed, kid! I've been writing. I just haven't been publishing.


  BLUE: You've been writing gay fiction? Fiction that's truthful to who you are? That comes from the soul of a gay man who believes in love?


  ARCHULETA: Human fiction, decent fiction, is not gender specific. Besides, love isn't unique to humans. Every dog is born ready to love. The human emotion is passion. Passion so strong it scorches. Do you have any idea what I'm talking about?


  BLUE: Can I read something you've written?


  ARCHULETA: Sorry. When I get the final draft just the way I want it, I set the paper on fire and let the soul of the work rise to heaven on the smoke.


  ACT 3


  The protagonist achieves his goals after facing an ultimate test of wills. (from The Structure of a Three Act Play)


  "Life being what it is, one dreams of revenge." Paul Gauguin


  Ben Blue was not a happy man. He'd been on the verge of tears since he'd set foot on Koro. Why? It was a damn paradise! Every frigging person on the island was rolling in the warm, salty Pacific and feeling fat and happy and all he wanted to do was stick his head under a pillow and weep.


  "Betrayed," he admitted. That was it. He felt betrayed! Let me make a list of the betrayals: One, there was no Evangeline. The story was, as asshole pointed out to him, fiction. Two, asshole no longer seemed to believe in the love he'd once written about with his heart and soul. And he refused to admit what had happened to turn him from the heights of love to the cynical prick who thought only about the earthly delights of organic chocolate. Three, asshole was gay and did not seem to even recognize that BB was also gay! How could the author of Searching for Evangeline have the gaydar of a church lady? Or, worse, what if the asshole knew he was gay, but was simply not interested? That cut down to the bone with an icy knife.


  Four, asshole was burning his writing. Ben had received specific instructions not to return without a poem or short story in Gabriel Archuleta's handwriting, even if he had to steal it and smuggle it out of the country in a swallowed condom.


  Wait a minute. Wait just a cotton-picking minute. What if asshole was not telling him the truth? Well, duh! Ben already knew that asshole liked to lie! And with an ego that big, would he have burned his poetry? No fucking way! The writing was somewhere in this house. Ben just had to wait until chocolate boy went out to prune his cacao trees and then he could search.


  Ben took a few snaps of the room Gabriel used as an office with a tiny spy camera he'd bought before leaving the city. He'd felt like a fool buying it and more of a fool using it. What was the big secret? The floors were old plank wood, the desk was a wide table piled with papers and notebooks and pens. No computer. Ben studied the walls- woven matting of some kind between bamboo poles, wooden shutters in the windows. No computer and no glass! How could asshole live like this? It smelled good in the room, though, like some sort of sweet grass and honey and candle wax. Candle wax? Maybe he was burning his poems. This thought caused a clutch somewhere behind Ben's solar plexus. Chocolate boy was a pain in the butt, but even through his hurt and betrayal and confusion and jetlag, Ben could tell that deep and wild thoughts were bubbling in Gabriel Archuleta's mind.


  Ah! There it was. A poem that appeared complete, or nearly, called Coatlalopeuh, Poem for Gloria Anzaldua. Who was Gloria Anzaldua? How did chocolate boy live without Wikipedia? Gabriel didn't have a computer, but he was hooked to the internet for the pleasure of his guests. There was a plug and an Ethernet cable, for God's sake, in Gabriel's room.


  Ben sat on the floor, typed the poem into the interview and sent the entire thing off to Rolling Stone. Fuck it. He was done with it. He wanted to put his head down on the smooth wooden floor and cry. My God. What had he done? Had he just stolen and published a poem by Gabriel Archuleta without…Oh. My. God.


  "It took a lot of hard work and growing up before I got over my need to seek the praise and respect of the world." Gabriel was leaning against the door frame, watching him. "Before I was able to write just for the joy of writing. I wanted to write the same way a whale rolls in the cold of the ocean. Because he loves the feel of the salt on his skin. Because he can. And because he can't stop. Don't write that down. That's just between you and me. Have you found what you were looking for?"


  Ben shook his head, felt ashamed at the tears that flooded his eyes. "Now I'm not even sure what I was looking for. I took one of the poems. I'm sorry."


  "I know. I left it there on the desk for three days now for you to find. We can burn it tonight if you like. Make a little fire on the beach." He held something out to Ben. "Taste this."


  Ben Blue tasted chocolate made from cocoa beans warmed by the Fijian sun, ground by hand, sweetened with sugar cane and the air that travelled thousands of miles over the Pacific to reach this tiny island. "Oh."


  Gabriel took his chin, tilted his face up. "Your eyes are the exact blue of the Koro Sea just before a storm. Did you know that?"


  ~ Excerpt from Rolling Stone Magazine Interview, April, 2012, titled GABRIEL ARCHULETA IS A LIAR


  Coatlalopeuh Poem for Gloria Anzaldua


  I rise hard and strong from among the alien gods


  A string of human hearts between my breasts


  Milk and blood are my arrows and shield


  Leave your lukewarm desires behind and come with me


  Heart hungry woman


  Gabriel pulled the mosquito netting aside and climbed out of bed. He was back in five minutes with a mug full of coffee. He took a sip, handed the mug to Ben. "What do you need to do today, Coatlalopeuh?"


  Ben smiled at him, swung his legs off the bed. "The new grinders are set up in the chocolate house. I might run some beans through, see how they work. Annabelle is bringing the design the kids drew for the wrappers. And I've got those coffee seedlings to plant on the hill."


  "Whatever makes you happy. I've got to write for a few hours. Come get me at lunchtime, okay? Maybe we can go fishing this afternoon."


  He looked like a tiger, Ben thought, bare feet silent on the wooden floors. Amber eyes were turned toward the paper on his desk.


  THE END
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  Shit. You always think there's plenty of time, plenty of chances. Staring down at 20% survival odds has made me rethink a lot of things. I wish I had come out of the closet instead of letting him leave, wish I'd been more willing to rock the boat before it started to sink. Maybe he meant it when he said he'd still be there for me, still be my friend.


  ~ Julia
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  LIFE IN CHAOS


  by Kathleen Hayes


  "We make our lives out of chaos and hope and love." –Stephen Nathan


  CHAPTER 1


  The gravel scraped on my shoes as I climbed the steps up to the lookout at the top of Mount Bonnell. It was close to sunset, and on any other day the small park would have been crowded with picture takers, couples, and outdoors enthusiasts. It was about to start raining though, so the park had pretty much cleared out. When I reached the top, I took the left-hand trail. It would lead me to where I could look out over the lake and not be hemmed in by short stone walls and a wooden pavilion.


  As I sat there, staring out over the waters of Lake Austin, the coming storm rolled steadily towards me. In the thin sunset light, the sky seemed to turn an odd orange-green color that I have only ever seen watching Texas thunderstorms. The air had a staticy ozone feel to it and I could almost taste the electricity when I breathed deeply. Purple clouds roiled in the distance, casting night-like shadows over everything in their path. Lightning shot in all directions within the clouds, like it couldn't figure out which way the earth lay. Occasionally a bolt would get it right and shoot out towards the ground, thunder following immediately as if cheering at its success.


  Eventually the clouds swelled and seemed to hover at the tipping point, until all at once they exploded with a torrent of water. The fierce rain blinded me to the city beyond and to the lake in front of me. I let it pelt my skin and soak through my clothes. The power, the sheer magnitude of what was barraging me, overtook my senses. Compared to this natural phenomenon, I was tiny, a mere speck in relation to the cosmos. The chaos and pains of my life were overpowered and lost their sharp edges.


  The storm lasted only a few minutes. That's how it is here - fierce, intense power, but over and gone before you can snap your fingers. As the rain eased off and the full dark of night fell, all the things I had been holding at bay rushed back into me and I doubled over in pain.


  Finally, I took out my phone and did what I had been trying to build up the courage for all evening. I dialed his number.


  ****


  Six Months Ago


  We were sitting on the couch watching reruns of Firefly when it all went wrong. Everything started when the phone rang. It was in the middle of a gripping scene where two of the main characters were being tortured while trying to plan their escape and I would have let the phone ring, but we were at Andrew's place and he answered before I could beg him not to.


  I paused the TiVo when I heard him say, "Hi, Mom," knowing it would be a long conversation. I always feel a little awkward sitting around when someone else is on the phone, so I went to the kitchen to start cleaning up all our take out boxes from dinner. By the time he hung up, I had wiped the counters, thrown away all the rotten leftovers from the fridge, taken out the garbage, and made coffee.


  My first clue that the evening was going to be worse than a paused television show was Andrew's tone of voice when he called out, "Shawn, I need to ask you something." It wasn't angry. It was more resigned, or possibly disappointed. I tried to keep a smile on my face as I walked back into the living room.


  "What's up?" I asked.


  "My mom invited us to Thanksgiving dinner." That's when I knew what had been in Andrew's voice. He knew I couldn't go. He knew why I couldn't go. But he was still asking.


  See, my Dad is mayor of a small town in backwoods Texas - the kind of town that makes Rick Santorum look liberal- and every year on Thanksgiving, he throws his Annual Fundraiser Gala. Family is Expected to attend. Yes, that is a capital "E" expected. The only thing that could be worse than not attending is not attending because I was with my gay lover's family. Not that they knew I was gay, or ever would.


  I looked at him, sure that my thoughts were clear on my face. "And?"


  "Will you come?"


  "You know I can't. My mom would kill me for missing my Dad's Gala." I said this with as much calm as possible. This was an old fight with us. At some point, one of us would lose our cool and we would start yelling. Nevertheless, nothing in the world could have prepared me for what he asked next.


  "Then, can I go with you?"


  I just stood there, dumbstruck, for a good thirty seconds, and I am sure my horror was apparent in my expression. This was when I expected him to start yelling. But again, I was surprised.


  With almost complete cool, he said, "Is the idea of spending a holiday, any holiday, with me really so repulsive? No, don't answer that. You know we have never spent any holiday together because you can't tell your family about us. And I thought I could deal with that. I thought that over the years you might change your mind. But I was wrong. On both counts. If you ever need anything, I will always be here for you. But I can't do this half relationship thing anymore. Please be gone when I get out of the bathroom."


  He walked towards the bathroom at the end of the hall and shut the door calmly. The little click of the door knob as it slid closed was the only sound in the apartment. I stared after him, momentarily confused, trying to process what had just happened. After an unknown amount of time, I heard the toilet flush and the sink start to run water.


  Those sounds knocked me out of my reverie. I grabbed my wallet and keys from the table by the door and left. It wasn't until I reached the bus stop at the corner that I realized tears were streaming silently down my face.


  ****


  Present Day


  As I sat there, the cold and wet of my soaked clothing seeped into my bones. By the time the phone started ringing, I was already shaking.


  Andrew's voice sounded slightly confused but not hostile when he answered, saying, "Shawn? Are you okay?"


  It was no surprise to hear him ask that. After that day, there had only been a few stilted calls between us (first trying to make up, then trying to return various belongings to their original owner's custody). He knew I wouldn't be calling unless something was wrong.


  I couldn't keep the shaking out of my voice when I said, "Can you come and get me? I can't drive." It was true, I couldn't. Not anymore. I had taken a cab to get here.


  "Um, Sure. Where are you?"


  "Covert Park, over on Mount Bonnell."


  "You're outside?! In this weather?"


  "Yeah, I'll explain when you get here." I was shaking so hard, I could barely keep hold of the phone anymore. It had been a bad treatment today.


  "Okay, I'll be there in ten minutes."


  "Thanks. I'm up at the top, off the left trail." I managed to get that out before I had to either hang up the phone or drop it.


  I sat on the ground with my back against one of the large rocks and I hugged my arms around myself, shivering violently, as I waited for Andrew to show up.


  I was near to unconscious with cold and pain by the time he crested the rise and spotted me in the dark. The bright beam of his flashlight passed over my face once without stopping before it swerved back and stayed fixed upon me.


  Since the last time we had seen each other, I'd shaved my head (as a preemptive strike against losing my hair) and lost about 30 pounds due to the nausea from my treatments. I am sure I looked like a pale, gaunt ghost of my former self, if his reaction was anything to go by.


  He rushed towards me, stumbling over the uneven rocks in the dark. He stopped mere inches from grabbing me up into his arms, apparently unsure of how or if he should touch me.


  "Oh my God, Shawn. What happened to you?" He asked, in a hushed whisper. Even spoken that quietly, his words flew out on the cool air, over the flat surface of the lake below and seemed louder than they were.


  I was shaking so badly at this point that I could barely get words out. "C-c-can you t-take me home?" I saw a brief battle in his eyes as he debated pressing me for details, or just doing as I asked. In less than a breath, though, he said, "Yes, of course."


  He leaned over to help me up, but as I tried to stand, bracing myself on his arm, my legs gave out completely. I was surprised when Andrew merely lifted my emaciated body and carried me like a baby, with one arm under my shoulders and one under my knees. I felt warmer already, as his body heat seeped into my left side. With a sigh of relief, I let my head fall against his shoulder, feeling safe for the first time in so long. I was asleep before he got to his car at the bottom of the stairs.


  CHAPTER 2


  I woke up, momentarily startled to find myself piled under blankets and in my own bed. I took a minute to shuffle through my memories of the night before and groaned when I remembered calling Andrew and then passing out.


  I sat up slowly, surprised that I hadn't needed to puke in the middle of the night. Usually a bad treatment left me nauseated for a couple of days. I thought I was safe enough for the time being, until I began my stumbling walk towards the bathroom. After the first step, it turned into a falling dash to the toilet. I made it just in time to empty the non-existent contents of my stomach into my porcelain goddess.


  I leaned my head against the toilet seat as my stomach calmed, attempting to will away the tears in my eyes and the burn in my throat. It didn't work. The solid clanking of glass against the counter nearly startled me out of my skin, and the motion caused another round of dry heaving before I was able to look up and see Andrew staring at me with unreadable eyes.


  "Give me a minute." I rasped through my raw throat. He hesitated briefly and then left the bathroom as I had requested. I began my morning ablutions, thankful for the glass of water he had brought me.


  It took me twenty minutes or so to put myself together. It was just as well because I needed that time to figure out what I was going to say. I knew we were over as a couple, and that it was mostly my fault. I didn't blame him for breaking up with me, but now I needed someone. I was so tired of trying to do this alone, and he'd said he'd always be there if I needed him. I hoped "dying of cancer" counted as needing in his book.


  I took one last look in the mirror trying, and failing, to remember the pale blond hair and bright green eyes that used to look back at me before I went out to meet my fate in the living room. Andrew was sitting on my couch, looking deliciously rumpled in jeans and a wrinkled t-shirt. His curly brown hair stuck out in all directions, as if he had been running his hands through it over and over again. His deep hazel eyes stared at me, full of questions, as I settled in the chair across from him.


  I opened and closed my mouth a couple of times as I was overwhelmed with my first real sight of Andrew in six months. My heart seized in my chest, and that old ache reared its ugly head. I wanted to throw myself in his arms and beg him to love me again. I pushed back the tears threatening in my eyes and began nervously.


  "I'm sorry. I hadn't meant to call you on one of my bad days." I took a breath to continue but was cut off by an angry growl coming from Andrew.


  "So you did mean to call? Eventually?" His anger burned bright and fast before he seemed to collapse in on himself a bit. He sounded small and empty when he finally spoke. "Shawn, what happened to you?"


  Best to just rip the band-aid off, as they say. "I'm dying of cancer." I wasn't sure if I should keep talking or if I should give it a second and let that sink in. Turns out he took care of that decision for me.


  That anger from before was back in his eyes as he shot up from the couch and stalked across the room. "You're what?"


  I stood up too, so we would be on a more even footing. I wanted to look him in the eyes, but I couldn't quite manage it, so I stared at a point on my wall that was situated just over his right shoulder. "I have a brain tumor. About five months ago, I started getting dizzy spells. It took them a week or two to figure it out. It turns out I've got cancer taking over my brain. I've been going to chemo treatments but the doctor says it's only got about a twenty percent success rate with where mine is located." I had managed to remain pretty matter of fact up until this point.


  My voice cracked as I continued. "Yesterday's treatment was really bad." I risked a glance at his face. I still couldn't quite meet his eyes, but I saw the silent tears streaming down his cheeks. I felt tears leak out of the corner of my eyes as something broke inside of me. "I'm so tired, Andrew. I just couldn't do it alone anymore."


  Finally, I shifted my eyes to his. "Please, don't leave me alone again," I begged. My lungs strained to pull in oxygen and my chest heaved as I struggled not to burst into sobs. Oh God, I didn't want to die alone. Before I could get control of myself, I felt his arms wrap around me. I think it hit me right then, for the first time, I really could die. I clutched at him with all my strength and the dam that had been holding back all my emotions broke.


  I cried out my pain, my loneliness, my fear, everything I had in me, in wracking sobs against Andrew's chest. He held me, rubbing my back and whispering comforting words that I could not comprehend in my ear.


  Eventually, I cried myself out and I pulled away from the snotty mess I had made of his shirt. I felt like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders. I also felt a little embarrassed.


  "Andrew, I didn't do this to get you back. I just didn't have anyone else to call." Not that I didn't want him back. I still loved him. But this was not the time.


  He looked confused for a moment. "But what about your family?"


  A sharp pain lanced through my heart and I felt my face grow hard. "I don't want to talk about it." I had done enough spilling my guts for one day. And we hadn't even had breakfast yet. I could tell he wanted to press me, and I could see him forcing himself not to ask.


  "Okay," he said, through a somewhat forced smile. I saw his chest rise and fall in a deep breath before he spoke again. "Okay, why don't you put on a DVD while I make you some breakfast? What do you want?"


  I knew there would be more bad moments, and my fear was not completely gone, but for the first time in weeks, I felt a measure of peace spread through me.


  Over the next week, we settled into a routine. Andrew spent most of his spare time at my place. We watched all my bad sci-fi DVDs, and he cooked. We fell into an easy camaraderie we hadn't felt since we first started dating.


  Then, on Tuesday night, he walked into the apartment with a huge grin on his face. My heart skipped a beat in my chest at the sheer beauty of it and I smiled back, unable to stop myself. I raised my eyebrows in question.


  "I've got a surprise for you! We're going out tonight." I was a bit surprised, as we hadn't gone out anywhere since I called him to get me from the park, but I was feeling pretty good now that chemo was a week behind me. Plus, I had another doctor's appointment in the morning so there was no telling how things might stand after that.


  "Where are we going?" I asked him, a smile still splitting my face.


  "I told you. It's a surprise. Now go put on some clothes or we're going to be late." I did as I was told, and half an hour later found us pulling into an old strip mall off South Lamar. I recognized the Alamo Draft House Movie Theatre at one end and figured that was where we were headed.


  But when he led me away from the car, we walked straight towards what looked like a 1950's themed bowling alley. The sign above the entrance read, "The Highball". I was a bit confused. There was no way I would survive a night of bowling.


  Andrew must have sensed my bewilderment because he leaned over and spoke into my ear, "Trust me, Shawn." I looked at him, eyes sparkling in the light of the parking lot, mischievous smile tugging at his lips, and warmth in his expression. Lord knows, I did trust him. In that moment, standing in a dirty parking lot, surrounded by cars, loud music, and neon lights, I think I started falling in love with him all over again.


  I felt a jolt of heat go up my arm when he grabbed my hand. He had touched me many times over the past week, but only in comfort or aid. This was the first time he had touched me for no reason. The butterflies in my stomach started dancing the mambo as he threaded his fingers through mine and squeezed my hand before leading me inside.


  That moment would have been worth suffering through a night of agonizing pain and bowling pins. But luckily, off the side of the bowling alley was a small theater. The marquee read, "Live TV Tuesday: Firefly reenactment."


  My geek brain did a little jump and danced around. This was going to be awesome. I whirled towards him, grabbed his face, and gave him a brief, hard kiss. "Thanks." I said through the grin on my face. He liked Firefly, but only because I had made him watch it. I was the true Browncoat (as we fans like to call ourselves).


  I worried for a moment that my ill-timed kiss might make things awkward, but he just kept that happy look on his face and reached for my hand again. We sat through a dramatic rendition of one of the funnier episodes of Firefly, Our Mrs. Reynolds, interspersed with some crazy fun original songs that had everyone in the audience laughing and cheering by the end. It was the perfect evening.


  I was exhausted, but still laughing, by the time we got back to my apartment. I heard the phone ringing inside as I struggled with the keys. Inevitably, the only time you ever struggle with your keys is when you need to get inside quickly. By the time I got the door open, I heard the answering machine pick up. Yes, I am the only person on the planet who still uses an answering machine. I work from home and I like to keep a separate line for business and keep my cell for personal calls.


  I briefly wondered who would be calling my business line so late at night, before I recognized the cold drawl of the voice on the machine.


  "Shawn, darling, I tried your cell and it went straight to voicemail. Please stop ignoring my calls. When are you going to give up this farce and come back home?" The machine beeped again as my mother hung up.


  I stared silently at the answering machine, praying that if I just stared hard enough, it would disappear in a puff of smoke. Unfortunately, my magical abilities did not choose that moment to manifest.


  I felt, more than heard, Andrew walk up behind me. "I think you need to tell me what happened with your family Shawn."


  "That's what I was afraid of," I sighed.


  I turned around and motioned for him to sit on the couch with me.


  ****


  Four and a Half Months ago


  There was a hollow ache in the pit of my stomach as I knocked on my parents' door. No mere knuckles against wood action for them. Nope, it was a full foot in diameter, brass door knocker that took most of my strength to lift, much less knock.


  I was terrified.


  I had been holding the news the doctor had told me at arm's length all afternoon. I knew I needed to get to my family before I broke down. There was a niggling part of me telling me that this wasn't the family I needed. That the family I needed was back in Austin, in an apartment I hadn't been to in over a month. But this was the family I still had, so I held in my fear and panic and waited for my mother to answer the door.


  The heavy oak door opened inward on silent, well oiled hinges, and my mother came into view. She was standing in a brilliantly lit foyer, looking impeccable in heels and pearls despite it being after 9 pm. Years of practice at masking my emotions was all that kept me from collapsing in my mother's arms and bawling like a baby. If I did that, I might wrinkle her immaculately ironed blouse and then she would kill me; I wouldn't even need to wait for the cancer eating away at my brain.


  She reached out and set her fingertips lightly on each of my shoulders as she leaned forward to buss each of my cheeks with an almost there kiss as she said, "Hello darling. What brings you out here so late?" As if it was a regular occurrence for me to be four hours from home with no notice on a weeknight.


  "I just needed to talk to you about something important. Is Father home?"


  "No, he's at a late strategy meeting." She glanced at the ornate clock standing in the front entry hall and then back at me. "He shouldn't be more than a half hour. Would you like a drink in the study while we wait?"


  This is how it always was with my family. We hid behind our manners. No warmth, no hugs, no smiles. I listened to Mother prattle on about local gossip, and my siblings for about twenty minutes before her favorite subject came up.


  "Darling, next time you come give me some warning so I can have dinner for you." Translation: Let me invite all the ladies of marriageable age over for dinner so you can pick one and give me grandkids already.


  I sighed. Loudly.


  She noticed.


  "Shawn, I just want you to fall in love and be happy."


  I wondered what she would think if I told her I was already in love. God, I missed Andrew. I looked around the room as Mother continued to expound on the merits of various local young women. I stared at her in dawning realization that she didn't know me at all. She only cared to know me as much as it served her purposes of appearing to be the perfect small town Texas family.


  I let her speak for another five minutes or so before I came to a decision. "Mother, stop." I held out a hand as if that would help sever the flow of words coming from her mouth. Then I said the words that I hoped would be the first step to getting back my real family. "I'm in love already."


  For a split second she was struck dumb, and then, almost without pause, she regained her voice. It still held the same polite tones but I could tell by the slight strain, she was not pleased with my announcement. "With who, darling? Not one of those hippy Austin girls. God save us from the hippies. You only think you're in love. At your age, you couldn't possibly know for sure."


  I almost snorted. At my age. I was 32 years old. "I am in love." I repeated. And now for the bombshell. "His name is Andrew."


  It was the first time I had ever seen my Mother completely shocked into silence. Unfortunately, my Father's booming voice from the doorway made up for her silence. Apparently he had returned in time to hear my earth shattering declaration.


  He walked calmly over to me and slapped me with all the force he could muster. Righteous, angry fire burned in his eyes, and any affection he had ever shown me was devoured by the flame of his rage. His voice was like ice, in contrast to the heat in his eyes. "Leave. You are not my son any longer."


  I touched the back of my hand to my bleeding lip, surprised by how much it hurt, my lip and my heart. I thought I had held little love for these people, my parents, but there must have been some left because hearing it shattered felt like getting my chest hollowed out for the second time in one day.


  I walked out of their house in calm autopilot and drove until I reached the nearest roadside motel. When I was safely ensconced behind a closed, locked door, I cried like I had never cried before; each tear a knife fighting its way from my eyes, trailing lightning down my cheeks and stabbing ice into my heart as I lay, curled in a ball on the floor at the Motel 6.


  ****


  Present Day


  "They don't know you're sick?" were the first words out of Andrew's mouth. It was an obvious and hopefully rhetorical question, so I merely nodded slightly and stayed silent while he continued to process what I had just said. I waited for it to click and I prayed to any God that would listen that he still loved me.


  I saw a look of dawning shock crossed Andrew's features and I knew he had processed enough to finally comprehend. "Oh my God. You came out to your parents."


  It might seem odd that coming out would trump a brain tumor in the hierarchy of emotional reactions for the evening but I realized he'd had awhile to get used to the idea of the cancer, while this was something that we had fought over and what had split us up. It felt as though the world had been tipped on its head.


  "Yeah, I did." I whispered, because it still seemed too big to mention out loud. He reached a shaking hand out towards me and cupped my cheek. The tremors calmed but didn't stop when his fingers came in contact with my face. In what seemed to be slow motion, he leaned towards me and pressed his lips against mine.


  Neither of us closed our eyes, and after tender touching of our lips, Andrew, his voice shaking as much as his hands, said, "I love you so much Shawn Dempsey."


  I leaned back a fraction of an inch, so his face was more than a blur of colors seen too close, and gave him back the gift he had given me. "I love you too Andrew Walker."


  In that moment, it was like the spell keeping us calm broke and all of a sudden we were lying on the couch, completely wrapped in each other and kissing like there was no tomorrow. It was so powerful and so overwhelming that it almost felt like a first kiss. But then he scraped his teeth across my lower lip because he knew I loved it and I ran my tongue across the back of his teeth because I knew it made him shiver, and it just felt like coming home after years lost at sea.


  Our passion slowed and gentled, turning tender again because, no matter how much I might want to, I was not up to anything more. Even though it had been a good day, my good days were never good enough, the pain was never far enough away from the surface, for anything more than kissing to be on my mind.


  Andrew seemed to understand, and he led me back to the bedroom where we undressed and crawled into bed together. I was the little spoon, and I fell asleep in his arms, knowing I was still loved by the man who meant more to me than anyone else on the planet.


  CHAPTER 3


  The CAT scan whirred around my head, sounding like the engine of an alien space ship as I felt myself move through the machine at a glacial pace. I kept my eyes closed, afraid I might look into the light as I had been instructed not to. I was pretty sure I didn't want to be looking into any lights any time soon, thank you very much.


  My skin was buzzing with nervous energy, but I did my best to hold still, even as the pain of not shaking spread through all my limbs. The picture they were taking of my brain would determine the course, quite literally, of the rest of my life. I don't think I had ever been more nervous. The chill of the metal table I was lying on seeped into my back through the thin material of my hospital gown, and I hoped this would be over soon.


  Finally, I heard, "Okay, Mr. Dempsey, you can get up now" over the intercom. I got up slowly, careful not to strain my weak muscles. I did not want orderlies to have to pick me up off the ground because I hadn't taken it easy enough.


  The overly cheerful technician came over to grab my arm and help me back into the prep room. She chattered away and I mostly ignored her until she sat me back down, in a chair this time, and handed me a sheet of paper.


  "Normally, you wouldn't get in to see a Doctor about your scan for a day or two, but Dr. Tillman had a cancellation this afternoon. If you can stick around an hour or so, he can go over your results with you."


  I felt a huge wave of relief flow through me. I would know today. I nodded dumbly at her and took the paper with directions to Dr. Tillman's office within the hospital complex from where I was.


  I went to the hospital cafeteria and pushed mushy peas and grilled chicken around my plate until it was time to meet with Dr. Tillman. It felt weird to see him at the hospital dressed in his scrubs. Normally, I met with him at his office where he dressed business casual with a lab coat.


  I walked into his consultation room and saw him putting an x-ray film up on the viewing board. The walls were awash in the weird blue glow of the light shining through the x-ray films. The film had a dozen or so pictures of what I assumed to be my brain on it, and it just looked like a brain to me. I tried not to get my hopes up because I have no idea what a brain should look like. The last time we had looked at films together was when I got my diagnosis, and that whole day was kind of a blur in my mind.


  I've got to give Dr. Tillman credit. He's got a poker face like no one I have ever met. It must come in handy in his profession, to keep people from panicking upon entering the room.


  After polite greetings, he led me over to the viewing board. He looked serious as he started to speak again.


  "I'm sorry, Mr. Dempsey. It looks like the chemo hasn't reduced the tumor as we had hoped." He was pointing to a spot on the x-ray that was darker than the rest, but I couldn't tell the difference between that spot and all the other spots. It took a moment for what he had said to sink in, and I felt my world starting to crumble inside me. It was like that first crack in a wall that just keeps growing and splitting until the whole wall is a pile of rubble.


  I took a deep, steadying breath. I didn't have anyone else here with me. I needed to pay attention. I mentally threw a concrete wall up in front of my crumbling emotions and cut myself off from them. Dr. Tillman was still talking.


  "Wait. Stop. Dr. Tillman, can you start over? I spaced out for a few minutes after that first sentence." He looked at me with understanding in his eyes as he told me again about how the chances of success with chemo were now down to a mere 10% and surgery was my best bet (still only 30% success rate). Success rate. What a euphemism for survival rate. It would need to be soon, because the tumor was still growing, despite the chemo (it was 5% bigger than the last time we had taken its picture).


  He led me into his office, which was off the side of the consultation room and I sat down in a hard chair, facing his desk. He started talking again.


  "Mr. Tillman, I know that the last time we spoke you had no one you wanted to give medical power of attorney to, but with this surgery upcoming, I urge you pick someone. It can be very stressful not knowing your decisions will be made by someone you trust."


  I gave a start. I had not even thought about that. I had taken my mother off all my forms after the last time we spoke, but I hadn't had anyone else who I could put on instead. But now I did.


  "Yeah. I can put a friend of mine on them." I didn't want to call Andrew my boyfriend again yet. And I wasn't sure how Dr. Tillman felt about gay people. Just my luck he would be a homophobe and I would feel even worse about having him perform brain surgery on me.


  After I filled out an Advance Directive and a Medical Power of Attorney form with Andrew's name, I took my packet full of pre-surgery instructions and left his office. I needed to go somewhere to think. Somewhere without a million steps to get to the top.


  I flagged a taxi outside the hospital. It is probably one of the only places in Austin you can actually get a cab. I told the driver to take me to Mansfield Dam. I hadn't been there in almost a decade, but it was where I used to go to get away when I was college and trying to deal with coming out (to all but my family).


  There was this pull-off where I would go and sit and let the noise of the water crashing through the dam wash over my senses as I stared off into the rocks around the man-made lake. As the taxi drove over the dam and prepared to make the turn to where I remembered the pull-off to be, I was surprised to find a park ranger hut. Apparently, they had built a park here sometime in the last ten years. I sighed, paid my ten dollars to get in and asked the taxi driver to wait in the parking lot.


  Despite the rugged concrete and uneven rocky ground surrounding me, I took off my shoes to walk around the park and down to the water. As I took in the lake, I realized I had forgotten about the drought. There was no water running over the dam and the lake was drying up in places.


  Nevertheless, I walked over the dried up rocks and grass where water used to be, savoring the sharp pricks of pain the gravel and pebbles shot through the bottoms of my feet. I welcomed a pain that had a concrete cause, a pain that I could identify and cure if I wanted. The sharpness of it overpowered the general pains and weaknesses of the rest of my illness-ravaged body, and for a moment I could pretend I was well. I was well and had just walked over a sharp rock.


  Eventually even that got to be too much, so I put my shoes back on and walked the rest of the way to the water. As I sat and stared at the glassy surface in almost complete silence, I was struck by the dry spots encroaching on the water from the center and edges of the reservoir. The sand and rocks, like a cancer invading the still waters.


  Even now I am not sure what all I thought about, but I do know that I felt calmer when the taxi driver dropped me off back at my apartment. It was a crazily expensive cab fare but I couldn't bring myself to care. I could be dead in 3 days anyway. What did I have to lose?


  I sighed to myself. There was the gallows humor I was warned about during the one session with a counselor I went to when I was first diagnosed.


  "Where have you been?" Andrew asked, without accusation, when I walked in the door. He did look a little worried though. He had argued that he should take the day off from work to take to me to my appointment, but I had overruled him and told him I would take a cab. I wouldn't have been able to keep my walls up if I had gotten bad news in front of him. I would have collapsed right there in the doctor's office.


  "Can we talk for a minute?" A look of panic took over his face. Those are never good words. Even if this time they weren't good for a different reason than usual.


  He rallied quickly and responded, "Of course. How did your appointment go today?"


  "That's what I want to talk about. Can you just not respond 'til I get through it all? Please."


  "Sure." The panic deepened, but he didn't interrupt me again until I was done with my telling.


  Finally, I finished and sat down at the table. I pulled copies of the Advance Directive and Medical Power of Attorney out of my bag and pushed them across the table to him. "These are for you. I hope you don't mind. I named you."


  He stood up abruptly and pushed them back at me. "No!" he said, fear making his voice sound strained. "You can't die." He paused and then continued, "Do you want to die?" His voice rose in pitch and volume as he was saying this, until it was almost a scream.


  The wall in me that had been holding strong all day, crumbled into million tiny pieces. I had needed him to be strong for me and he was falling apart. My voice matched his when I yelled back at him. "Of course I don't want to die! Why would you think that?" With massive effort, I lowered my voice. "I just don't want some stranger to make a decision for me if something goes wrong on Friday. I want someone who loves me to decide what is best."


  He sank back into himself a bit and stared at me, dumbstruck. This time, when I spoke, my voice was barely above a whisper. "Andrew, I am so fucking scared, and I've got nothing holding me together here. I don't want to die. But I could. I've got a 70% chance of dying in three days. That's a passing grade. Death has a fucking 70% chance of passing this test." By this time I was not even sure what I was rambling on about. It was fear made manifest in my speech, and the words didn't matter much anymore.


  Andrew took two great strides across the room and wrapped his arms around me. "Shhh. Stop. I've got you. It'll be okay. I've got you. Oh God, I just got you back. I don't want to lose you again." Still hugging me and speaking calming words in my ear, he walked me over to the couch, where he gathered me into his lap (which would never have worked before I lost 30 lbs and became a walking waif) and rocked me back and forth like I was a baby. I cried. I swear I've cried more in the past six months than in my entire life before that. I guess I had good reason but this cry seemed different. It was a cleansing cry. These tears washed out the fear and created a clean place for hope to rest in.


  After a while, we stumbled back into the bedroom and fell asleep the same way we had the night before, together and loved.


  CHAPTER 4


  Friday morning came entirely too quickly. This time, I had let Andrew take off work to take me to the hospital. And when I say let, I mean he told me he was and I didn't argue. At all. In fact, he had taken a two week leave of absence from work to take care of me after the surgery. I couldn't wait until our relationship stopped being about him taking care of me.


  I was distracted enough with making sure we had gotten everything I needed and ticking off my mental check list that I barely noticed the woman getting off the elevator. She looked briefly up and down the hall, her eyes skipping over us like a person looking for someone in particular and knowing it is not you. I didn't register more than that because I wasn't looking at her. I was locking my door.


  I turned to walk down the hall towards the elevator and the woman turned towards me to walk down my end of the hallway. I practically skidded to stop and then stumbled half a step forward when Andrew rammed into my back in the narrow hallway. It was my Mother. What in the name of everything holy was my Mother doing here? In my hallway.


  A look of confusion crossed her face as she was forced to look closely at me. I was blocking the hallway. It was quickly followed by one of shock and sorrow.


  "Shawn, darling? How…wha…"


  I didn't let her finish. I answered with all the frosty politeness I could muster, in good family tradition. "I'm sorry, Mother. You just caught us on our way out. We must be going or I am going to be late for my own surgery. I'm sure I won't see you later."


  I walked stiffly forward and she seemed to step aside and let us pass on autopilot. I heard her call my name and start walking towards us as the elevator door dinged open. Thank God, it was still on our floor from when she had come up.


  Andrew and I walked in silence to his car, which was parked in the lot behind my building. He got in the driver side and sat for a moment before putting the key in the ignition.


  "So, that was your Mother?"


  I took a deep breath. "Yeah. I don't know why she came but if she finds us at the hospital somehow, don't let her take charge. She's good at that, but I don't want her making any decisions for me. Please, don't let her." I spoke pleadingly. This was hard enough as it was.


  He reached over and grabbed my hand. "I won't. I promise."


  He started the car and pulled out of the parking lot. The drive to the hospital was not a long one, and we pulled into the valet parking a mere 15 minutes later.


  From there we were rushed off to pre-surgery, where we were subjected to a flurry of nurses, techs and various other hospital employees all wanting something: a signature, a vial of blood, an answer.


  It finally calmed down about twenty minutes before I was scheduled to be taken in. Andrew climbed on the skinny hospital bed with me, and I curled into his side resting my head on his shoulder.


  When I started talking I wasn't looking him in the eyes but my voice was strong and steady. "Andrew, you are the best thing that ever happened to me, and I am so glad I got to love you. No matter what happens today, just remember that."


  He twisted his shoulders around a bit so we could look at each other. His hazel eyes bored into mine as he replied, "I love you, too. Nothing will ever change that."


  Then he kissed me gently on the lips. It wasn't a kiss of passion or heat. It was a tender assurance of our feelings and a physical declaration of our love.


  We broke apart when I heard someone new enter the room. She was dressed differently than everyone else, in regular office type clothes instead of scrubs or a lab coat, and she had a cross necklace hanging outside of her clothes.


  I cringed, thinking that the last thing I needed before going into surgery was a conversion attempt, or perhaps a homophobic lecture. But she was still smiling, even after witnessing our kiss so I tried to loosen up a bit.


  "Hi, my name is Jenny and I am one of the chaplains here at the hospital. I just came in to see how you were doing before surgery."


  We talked for a few minutes about why I was having surgery, and a few other things before she wished me luck and asked if she could pray for me. I am not particularly religious, but if she was offering without a cringe then whatever God she believed in might not be so bad to have on my side. I wasn't going to have a pre-surgery come to Jesus moment, but it was nice that someone cared enough to say a prayer.


  "Sure, okay."


  She put her hand on my shoulder and one on Andrew's shoulder. "Dear Heavenly God, One of your precious children, Shawn, needs your help today. Please be a blessing on all his doctors and nurses. Guide their hands and their minds with your skills and wisdom and allow them to be instruments of your healing. God, please be a spirit of healing in his body as he recovers from his surgery. Give Shawn and Andrew strength and courage to make it through this day and let them know that they are not alone. In your loving name, Amen."


  I smiled at her and thanked her for her prayer, knowing I wasn't alone, not because God was with me, but because Andrew sat next to me, arm around my shoulder and heart in my chest.


  Andrew kissed me one more time before I was taken away to surgery. The last thing I remembered was counting back from 100 with a mask over my face.


  CHAPTER 5


  10 am – 2 hours into surgery


  The woman walked into the surgery waiting room with an almost royal grace. Her heels clicked crisply on the antiseptic looking tiles that the floors were made of as she practically glided to the center of the room. Her grace, however, stopped at her face. It looked ragged. Her makeup was all off by just a little, like she had rubbed her face with her hands multiple times over the past few hours, and stark wrinkles framed her tired eyes. She looked remarkably different than the woman who had run into her son that morning in an apartment hallway.


  It was the same woman, though. Her gaze finally alighted on a semi-familiar face. Andrew. She remembered the name from the night her son had walked out of her life. She had travelled to the city to try and convince him to take back what he had said and come home. She had never expected to encounter the wraith of a man who had coolly blown by her this morning. What could have happened in the past four and a half months to have changed her son so much? She wondered if it was AIDS, but she didn't think that was helped much by surgery.


  She walked over to the chair Andrew had collapsed in. He looked even worse than she did. Trying to keep her voice calm, she said, "You must be Andrew."


  Andrew startled and looked up at her. After a moment of confusion, she saw understanding enter his eyes. "And you must be Mrs. Dempsey." His voice was as icy as someone who has reached a complete state of exhaustion and fear can manage.


  Without sitting down, or relaxing even a little bit, she asked the question she had been dying to ask all morning. "What has happened to my son?"


  Andrew appeared to deliberate for a moment and then replied with a resigned sigh, "He has a brain tumor. It didn't respond to chemo treatments, so now they are trying to cut it out."


  Without any thought, Mrs. Dempsey collapsed in the chair next to Andrew's and almost instinctively reached out and grabbed his hand. Silent tears streamed down her face as her heart broke for her son, who didn't know she still loved him, and for herself, who might never get to see him again.


  ****


  1 pm – 5 hours into surgery


  Mrs. Dempsey looked up as a middle aged man in scrubs came into the room. He located Andrew in the seat next to her and started walking in their direction.


  "Hi, Andrew," he greeted before turning towards her. He held out his hand as he spoke, "I'm Dr. Tillman, Shawn's surgeon. Are you related?"


  Mrs. Dempsey bristled for just a moment before she calmed, realizing there was no way this man would know about her if Shawn hadn't mentioned her. "Yes, I'm Shawn's mother."


  "Oh," Dr. Tillman responded in a slightly shocked voice, "Shawn said he didn't have any family."


  Mrs. Dempsey's heart seized, and she forced herself to grate out, "We've been estranged."


  "Okay, well, as Shawn's Medical Power of Attorney, Andrew will make any decisions regarding his care." Turning slightly towards Andrew, he continued, "Is it alright if I update you with her here?"


  Mrs. Dempsey froze and prayed to a God she very much believed in that the man her son loved would have a kind heart.


  "Of course."


  She breathed again.


  "As you know, we are about five hours into the surgery. Everything is going according to plan so far. There was a little too much bleeding but we got that taken care of pretty quickly. We still have another 3 or 4 hours left. I just wanted to take a moment to come and let you know how things were going."


  Andrew reached out and shook Dr. Tillman's hand before replying, "Thank you, Doctor. I'll be here if anything changes."


  Dr. Tillman nodded at Mrs. Dempsey before he turned and headed back into her son's surgery.


  ****


  4:30 pm – 8.5 hrs into surgery


  In the six and half hours they had been sitting next to each other, Shawn's mother and Shawn's boyfriend spoke barely five words to each other. Both merely sat curled in their worlds of pain and tedium. No matter how afraid you are, waiting gets boring after awhile.


  Mrs. Dempsey broke out her stupor briefly in order to be shocked when a chaplain came in and spoke with Andrew for a few minutes, left, and returned with a cup of coffee and a God bless you.


  A few hours ago a nurse had come out to tell them that surgery was still on track, but other than that there had been no interruptions to their hours of waiting.


  Until now.


  Dr. Tillman came into the waiting room wearing a new pair of scrubs. These were closer to teal instead of the blue he had been wearing earlier.


  He had barely stopped walking before he started talking, "Shawn is out of surgery. Everything went as well as could be expected. You can visit him, one at a time, in recovery in about an hour. He'll still be asleep but I know it will ease your mind to see him breathing." With a crooked smile, and many profuse thanks on Andrew's part, Dr. Tillman left the waiting room.


  An hour later, a nurse came to tell them that one of them could go back and see Shawn. Andrew told Shawn's mother she should go first. Mrs. Dempsey assumed it was because he thought she would be leaving after she saw Shawn and he would be staying. He was correct, but she resented the assumption.


  However, she didn't hesitate to follow the nurse back to her son's room. He looked so small and fragile, hooked up to the various IV's and machines. A constant steady beep beep beep was the soundtrack to her reunion with her son.


  Stifling a resigned sigh, she walked over to his side, kissed his head, and whispered, "Good bye."


  She turned around and left the room. As she passed through the waiting room once more on her way out of the hospital, she stopped in front Andrew and said, "Tell my son I love him."


  Then Shawn's mother walked out of the hospital and her son's life forever, knowing her husband would never let her see him again. Knowing she was not brave enough to leave the life her husband made possible.


  CHAPTER 6


  Beep.


  Beep.


  Beep.


  I tried to move my arm to slap the snooze button on my alarm but found myself tangled in wires and groaning in pain as soon as I attempted motion. I froze, afraid and trying to figure out where I was.


  The steady beep beep beep noise was still going and I faintly registered that it was too…something…to be an alarm. Too fast, too constant, who knows.


  I cautiously opened my eyes. Andrew's blurry face slowly came into focus and I felt him grab my hand to keep it from flailing about.


  "Hello, sleepy head." Andrew smiled at me. I felt my insides go all mushy and warm.


  I opened my mouth to say hello back and all that came out was a sort of hoarse groan. I stopped myself at the last second from shaking my head to try and clear it but it was a near thing. Instead, I closed my mouth, focused on gathering some saliva and swallowing it to moisten my throat.


  I opened my mouth to speak again and, again, all that came was a wordless animal sounds. My heart started racing and I began to panic. I couldn't speak. Oh my God. I was about to spiral into hyperventilation when I felt Andrew's hand on my head.


  "Hey, hey, Shawn. Calm down. It's okay. The doctor said you might have trouble talking. Remember. Just breathe." He kept his hand on my forehead and continued to murmur, "Breathe in, breathe out, there you go" until I had calmed down.


  When I was breathing normally again, he took my right hand, which was currently free of IV's or any other wiry connections, and placed it gently on the hospital tray.


  "You have a pen and paper here if you need to write anything. They left your right hand free. For simple things, Dr. Tillman suggested blink once for yes and twice for no. Is that okay?"


  I blinked once. I was so relieved that I could still communicate I wanted to write something right away. I picked up the pen. It felt clumsy in my hand and my fingers could barely grip it. It was like they were only getting part of the signal from my brain. I had to spend twice as much effort for half as much result. Nevertheless, I managed to scratch out my note of three words.


  The handwriting was a mess, and it looked like a three year old had written it, but it was legible, if just barely.


  Andrew's face lit up as he read it, and tears streamed down his face. He leaned over and kissed me gently. "I love you, too."


  Before he could say more, we were interrupted by Dr. Tillman coming in the room. He smiled broadly, all trace of his poker face gone.


  "I see you are awake now, Shawn. That's really good. Your surgery went very well. You will probably need some speech and occupational therapy before you will be able to get up and around, and I will need to see you back in here in a month to take some more pictures of your brain, but I am very hopeful."


  ****


  Two weeks later


  Andrew was hovering again. It seemed like he was always there, tucking blankets, offering water, questioning whether I was warm enough, fixing bandages. At first I was grateful, and I know I should still be grateful, but damn it, I didn't need him to do everything for me.


  I was frustrated because therapy didn't seem to going as fast as I would like. It was still hard for me to use my right hand, and my left hand had always been pretty useless. Furthermore, I still hadn't been able to speak words yet. All I could manage were the sound exercises my speech therapist gave me. As soon as I tried to string those sounds together into words, it fell apart between my brain and my mouth.


  If I had to blink one more time, I was going to scream, and it wouldn't be pretty.


  Andrew came back from the bathroom with a glass of water and leaned over to fluff my pillow behind my head for the twentieth time in the last hour.


  I lost it.


  I batted his hand away and without thinking growled, "Stop fussing" at him. It sounded more like Shlop fushing, and was in a low rough voice I had never heard come from my throat before, but we were both so shocked we just froze.


  Then, in the space of one more breath, I had his tongue doing its best to get down my throat. He kissed me hard and with abandon. It was the first time he had done more than press his lips gently to mine since the surgery, and I was ravenous to feel his touch. I threaded my fingers through his hair and pulled him towards me with strength I didn't know I possessed. I exulted in the feeling of his tongue in my mouth and re-learned every surface of his with my own tongue. We made love with our mouths, and it was glorious.


  Unfortunately, still being significantly medicated, that was as far it could go for the moment, but it was as if that moment broke the ice that had surrounded my brain. I still had trouble forming some words, but I could manage to communicate again. He climbed into bed with me for the first time since the surgery and wrapped his arms around me, cuddling me to his side.


  It was as if my speaking was some sort of signal that I was actually getting better, getting strong again. It let him touch me as a man and not as an invalid. I reveled in it and we stayed that way all afternoon, watching re-runs of bad sci-fi on television.


  CHAPTER 7


  One Year Later


  I was tempted to do a twirling leap as I walked out of the hospital. One year later and still cancer free. I would still need to get regular CAT scans for another 4 or 5 years to be completely out of the woods, but this was the first major milestone.


  Andrew was waiting for me at home. He had moved into my apartment about ten months ago, when it became glaringly apparent that he was spending all his time there, and I had celebration plans for him this evening.


  When I got home, I told him the good news and then made him put on a blindfold so my surprise evening out would stay a surprise until we got there.


  He was terrible at surprises, so the whole ride there he tried to guess where we were going, his guesses getting ever more ridiculous as the ride progressed. I finally threatened to pull the car over and enjoy our special evening by myself when he asked if we were going to a roller skating clown orgy.


  When we got there, he grinned as I pulled off his blindfold and he saw that we were back at The Highball. Before we had been to see a Firefly re-enactment, which was totally my geek kink. Tonight I had made sure it was something he would enjoy: A show featuring The Avengers followed by a superhero trivia night. Men dressed in tights saving the world were his geek kink. His grin doubled in size when he saw the marquee declaring the theme for the evening.


  "Aww, Shawn. If I had known, I could have worn a costume." Yes, he does have at least two costumes that I know of, and yes, we'd had some fun with those costumes in a "no kids allowed" kind of way.


  Just to ruffle him a bit, I replied, "That's why I didn't tell you." But I smiled so he knew I was kidding.


  About halfway through the show, I whispered that I had to go to the bathroom and left him alone at the end of our row.


  I went to the bathroom and then snuck around to the area beside the stage. I was no longer dressed in my jeans and t-shirt. Instead, I had on a Captain America costume. Not full on spandex, but it would not be mistaken for street clothes if I walked out of the theater in it. I was a little nervous about how the crowd would react to what I was about to do, but this place catered more to the "keep Austin weird" set than the conservative Texas set so I figured I would be okay.


  I heard the MC for the evening start to introduce the next part of the show before he said, "And now we have a special guest this evening. I'd like to introduce Caaaaptaaaaiiiin Ameeeericaaaaaa."


  My palm was sweating buckets around the little piece of metal I gripped in my hand as I walked out on to the stage area. I had a nervous grin on my face, and I could tell the minute Andrew realized who I was.


  He was still smiling but I could tell he was confused.


  The MC continued, "He has a special mission he needs our help to complete tonight, so let's give him our support!" The crowd cheered raucously.


  I walked towards the aisle that Andrew was sitting in, and just before I reached his seat, I knelt on the ground in front of him. His eyes went wide.


  I opened my hand and held it up to him. The golden ring sat in my palm, the stage lights shining off it, making it seeming like a beacon in the semi-darkness of the theatre.


  "Andrew Walker, you have stood by through the toughest time in my life and I can't imagine any time in my future where I won't want you by my side. Will you marry me?"


  He was nodding before I even finished asking. He took the ring from my hand and put it on. We could barely manage a proper kiss around our grins.


  The crowd cheered around us and as I kissed the man who would be mine for the rest of my days, my heart was so full of joy I thought it would burst.


  As we walked out of the theatre later that night and into the light spring rain, it felt fitting that our journey back together had started in the rain and was sealed by the rain. The drops of water fell almost silently from the sky as they dampened our clothes. We took momentary cover under an awning as Andrew kissed me. Before we stepped out of our brief shelter, I glanced down at our linked hands. In the bright light of the street lamp the droplets of water on his ring cast a tiny rainbow over the gold.


  I smiled and allowed myself to revel in our happiness as I dragged him out into the rain.


  THE END
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  THE LIFECYCLE OF THE NORTH AMERICAN LOVE VIRUS


  by Kerry Freeman


  STAGE 1: Exposure of the Host


  "I warned you, Culpepper. If you didn't pick an apprentice, I'd pick one for you."


  Phone in hand, Oswald paced the short length of his pristine kitchen and worried his bottom lip with his teeth. "I've never had to have one before."


  The dean wasn't giving an inch. "That's because my predecessor babied you. I'm not going to do that. We are a teaching hospital, in case you'd forgotten."


  Not for the first time, Oswald wanted to strangle his old friend, the former dean, for doing something stupid like retiring to spend time with his wife. "Fine, but I don't want him to live with me."


  Oswald scanned his small apartment. It was sterile, white, and precisely arranged, just the way he liked it. No one could effectively maintain the space except him, which was probably why he'd been alone for so long. He shook his head and reminded himself that it didn't matter. He was better on his own.


  "Too bad." The dean's words were becoming more clipped, his New Jersey accent more pronounced, a sure sign he was tiring of the conversation. "We pay for your condo, and you will house the young man until he finds his own apartment. Unless you'd like to start paying your rent yourself."


  No, Oswald didn't think he'd like that at all. "It appears I don't have a choice."


  "Correct."


  "When will he be at the lab?"


  Papers shuffled in the background. "Noon."


  "That's not good for me. I've--"


  "Noon, Culpepper," the dean growled. "Be there."


  When the line went dead, Oswald growled and threw his iPhone against the far wall. It exploded on impact. He immediately grabbed a dustpan and broom, swept up the remains, and threw it all into the garbage can. He was sure another new phone would be the least of his worries today.


  ****


  The black granite countertops were shiny and spotless. Petri dishes, test tubes, and beakers were perfectly arranged everywhere. Oswald, wearing his pressed white lab coat, sat on his stool and wrote experiment notes in tiny, all-cap print. He didn't look up when the door opened.


  "Excuse me, Dr. Culpepper?"


  Oswald continued to write. He adjusted his round glasses and failed to raise his head or reply.


  "Dr. Culpepper?"


  Oswald sneered. "I heard you the first time. Can you not see I'm busy?"


  A large hand with thick, long fingers plopped down on Oswald's notebook and blocked out almost the entire page. "I can certainly see that you're rude."


  Oswald finally looked up, directly into dark chocolate eyes set into a face framed by shaggy black hair and a hood. Mesmerized, he watched as the frown on the man's rosy full lips deepened. He wanted to lick those lips, maybe even see them wrapped around his cock, which began to harden at the thought. "Who are you?"


  The man's gorgeous eyes rolled, and he shook his head. "Well, if you're Dr. Culpepper, I'm your new apprentice, Aiden Pearse."


  Oswald instantly knew he was fucked.


  STAGE 2: Attachment


  Oswald ticked off the house rules as he led Aiden to the guest room. "No food or drink in the room. No loud music. No clothes left on the floor. No guests. Understood?"


  Aiden threw his duffle on the bed. "Just one question."


  Oswald waved his hand. "Yes."


  "Am I allowed to sleep on the bed? Or should I just curl up on the floor so as not to muss up the sheets?"


  "The bed will be perfectly fine. Just make it each morning."


  Aiden chuckled. "Sure thing, Doc."


  Oswald sighed, irritated at Aiden's nicknaming habit. He'd already corrected Aiden twice that day. "Just be downstairs in thirty for dinner." He spun on his heel and dashed for the door.


  "Yes, dear," said Aiden before shutting the bedroom door.


  In the kitchen, Oswald slammed one cabinet door after another. He'd originally wanted spaghetti for dinner, but he could only imagine what kind of mess Aiden's burly hands would make trying to eat it. Grilled chicken and vegetables it was, then.


  He was already furious, but the "Yes, dear" had just taken the cake. Aiden was like all the rest. He saw Oswald's slight body, average stature, and delicate features and immediately assumed he was submissive, needed taking care of. Oswald didn't even question that Aiden was gay. Oswald was never wrong about that.


  He heard heavy steps approaching as he plated dinner. Turning with food-laden china in hand, Oswald was again mesmerized by the bottomless eyes staring at him. Aiden's tongue swept across his lips, and Oswald momentarily wondered what it would taste like.


  "Wow, that smells delicious!" Aiden smiled and patted his stomach. "I'm starving. Haven't eaten since I got to the airport this morning."


  Oswald tried not to be happy that his efforts were appreciated. He placed the food on the small breakfast nook table and took a seat across from Aiden. Aiden saw the full tea glass next to his plate and took a huge swig. Oswald watched Aiden's prominent Adam's apple bob up and down as he swallowed.


  "Oh, that is good." Aiden smiled. "There's no substitute for good sweet tea. One of the best things about being back in the South."


  "You didn't like San Francisco?"


  "I loved it. Nothing like being able to walk down the street and be yourself, you know?"


  Oswald didn't know. He'd never been to San Francisco. Come to think of it, he wasn't sure he'd been anywhere he'd felt comfortable being himself. "So why did you leave?"


  Aiden stabbed his chicken with his fork and cut off a hefty chunk. "I missed my family. My sister is getting ready to have twins, our family's first grandchildren. I didn't want to miss them growing up."


  Picking at his food, Oswald thought back to his own family. An only child raised by older parents who were both scientists, he'd had no living grandparents as a child, and both his parents had long since passed away. At forty-five, Oswald was completely alone in the world.


  "Hey, Doc," Aiden muttered with a mouth full of chicken. "You gonna eat?"


  Oswald looked down at his plate and his perfectly cooked and impeccably arranged food. He wished he'd made the spaghetti.


  STAGE 3: Penetration


  "Come here little flu virus. You talkin' to me? Yeah, I'm talkin' to you. You talkin' to me? Yeah, I'm talkin' to you."


  Oswald bowed his head over his notes and tried not to laugh at the crazy giant working next to him. Over the last several weeks, Aiden had proved to be a talented student and eager worker. His huge paws were surprisingly gentle with the equipment, and he was certainly entertaining. Aiden made coming to work fun, not that Oswald would ever admit it in a million years.


  "Oh, what do I see there?" Aiden pinched Oswald's cheek. "Is that a smile? Is the dour, sour Oswald Culpepper M.D. PhD MS BS PITA actually smiling?"


  Oswald turned his head away and buried his burning face into his shoulder. "Leave me alone. I'm trying to work."


  Aiden simply danced around Oswald. "I've finally done it. I've infected you with my silliness!"


  Oswald covered his mouth with his hand, muffling his laugh. "A scientist in an infectious disease laboratory should never joke about infection."


  "A smile and a laugh. This is a great day indeed!"


  Aiden grabbed Oswald's stool and easily spun it around until they were face to face. There they were again, those big chocolate eyes. They were Oswald's kryptonite, and their effects were growing stronger every day. A chill travelled Oswald's spine, and the shiver that followed was impossible to suppress.


  Aiden pulled back as a look of shock flashed on his face. His ever-present smile quickly returned. "So, I never did get to take you out to dinner to thank you for letting me crash at your place."


  Oswald shrugged. "It was no problem. It also wasn't exactly my choice." That the condo seemed unearthly quiet now was another thing Oswald wasn't about to admit.


  "Still, you were very hospitable, and I'd like to show you my appreciation."


  Turning back to his notes, Oswald scribbled away for several seconds. "Fine," he mumbled.


  Aiden returned to his station, humming happily. Oswald wanted to slap some sense into himself. Ever since Aiden entered his life, Oswald wasn't the same. He still liked having time to himself, but he often wished for company. Not just any company. Tall, brown-eyed, shaggy-haired company. His condo was too still, his bed too big, his body too untouched.


  Oswald shook his head. He was being stupid. Someone like Aiden -- towering, strong, outgoing -- would never give Oswald the control he needed and craved. And Oswald knew how ridiculous the relationship would look. He was middle aged, a respected researcher. Aiden was his twenty-four year-old apprentice, for Christ's sake. Could it be any more gauche?


  In his peripheral vision, Oswald could see Aiden staring at him. He was becoming a cliché, and he didn't know how to prevent it. He could only hope to maintain his dignity as he fell.


  "Is tomorrow night okay?"


  Oswald scribbled faster. "Hmm?"


  "Dinner," Aiden replied. "Since it'll be Saturday, we wouldn't feel rushed."


  Oswald waved him off. "Fine, whatever. Get back to work."


  STAGE 4: Uncoating


  Dinner had been wonderful, and Oswald had liberally imbibed, leaving him a bit unsteady. He was grateful to have Aiden guide him up the stairs and into the condo. After they entered, Aiden helped Oswald shed his heavy woolen coat. Aiden brushed his fingers down Oswald's arm, and Oswald retreated from the touch. He flopped down on the couch, and Aiden sat close at his side.


  "Why did you pull away from me?"


  Playing dumb wasn't his forte, but Oswald didn't know what else to do. "I have no idea what you mean."


  "Sure you don't." Aiden sighed. "You think I haven't seen the way you look at me? And how do I know? Because I stare at you a thousand times a day."


  Oswald shook his head. "Doesn't matter. Nothing is going to happen."


  "Why?" Aiden pressed his lips against Oswald's ear and laughed when Oswald shivered. "Don't use work as an excuse. You do anything you want in that lab, and you don't give a fuck what the dean or anyone else thinks."


  Goddamn, it had been so long since someone wanted him, and Oswald wanted Aiden in return. He had since the beginning. But he couldn't be anyone's bottom; he just wasn't made that way. Big, burly Aiden would never--


  "Don't think so hard, Ozzie. Just tell me what to do."


  It wasn't just the words that changed Oswald's mind. It was Aiden's soft voice, the way he let his head fall forward. For someone who prided himself on his keen observational skills, Oswald had, until this moment, been wrong about what Aiden wanted. And Oswald hated being wrong.


  Oswald patted his lap. "Come here."


  Aiden jumped up and quickly straddled Oswald. Oswald raised his hand and gently stroked Aiden's cheek. Aiden turned into the touch with a contented, catlike nuzzle. Oswald pulled Aiden closer and sealed their mouths with a wet kiss.


  Pulling Aiden closer, Oswald explored with his tongue and hands. Undressing Aiden was a feast of sensation. His skin was soft and stretched tightly over the topography of muscle. Oswald pinched Aiden's hard nipples and was delighted to hear Aiden moan. And the scent of Aiden, which was a musky mix of leather and spice, made Oswald want to devour and consume.


  "Up," Oswald commanded.


  Now the unsteady one was Aiden, and he wobbled on his feet. Oswald made quick work of stripping Aiden until he stood naked, his dick shining with precome. Suppressing the urge to taste, Oswald unbelted and unzipped his slacks and pulled out his hard, aching cock. He groaned as he readied himself, enjoying Aiden's look of pure lust. He held out his hand, and Aiden clasped it tightly as he climbed back onto the couch and resumed his position over Oswald's lap.


  Oswald rested his hands on Aiden's hips. "Relax and take your time."


  The slow torture of waiting for Aiden's body to accept him by inches tested Oswald's patience. For a big guy, Aiden made the sweetest noises. His hisses were always followed by shuddering sighs or guttural groans. He dug his fingers into Oswald's shoulders, and there were sure to be deep purple bruises by morning.


  When he finally completely enveloped Oswald, Aiden ground down onto Oswald's lap. "Damn, Ozzie, you are so much bigger than I thought you'd be."


  Oswald kissed the corner of Aiden's smile. "Is that a good thing?"


  "It's a very fucking good thing." Aiden began to ride Oswald in earnest. "I feel completely debauched sitting naked in your lap." He toyed with Oswald's tie. "Like a rent boy."


  Oswald grabbed a handful of Aiden's dark hair and tugged. "Not a rent boy. A lab boy."


  Aiden laughed. "You just remember how good my ass feels the next time you pretend to write notes while I pretend to look in the microscope."


  "You talk too much, lab boy." Oswald wrapped his hand around Aiden's cock and wondered if, maybe, someday he'd want to feel it inside him. "This should get your attention."


  Oswald vigorously jerked off Aiden, enjoying how Aiden's ass tightened in tandem with his heavy balls. What Aiden lost in rhythm he gained in force, and he drove Oswald deep inside him as they both came, moaning and shouting.


  Afterwards, Aiden slumped against Oswald, who caressed and whispered instead of ignored and snapped. Unsure if he'd ever been with someone more his equal and his match, Oswald kissed Aiden's forehead again and again and hoped they hadn't just fucked everything up.


  STAGE 5: Replication


  The bed shifted, waking Oswald from a wonderful dream of slow, sweet sex on the lab floor. He managed to open his eyes and saw Aiden pulling on his boxers.


  Oswald pulled off the ruffled covers and sat up. "Where do you think you're going?"


  "I wasn't sure..." Aiden cleared his throat. "I'm going home."


  Oswald held out his hand. "Come back to bed. I want you again."


  Aiden blushed a lovely pale pink. "Yeah?"


  "Yeah."


  Aiden threaded his fingers through Oswald's, and Oswald pulled until their arms were wrapped around each other again.


  STAGE 6: Modification


  Oswald padded through the condo barefooted. He filled the dishwasher with last night's pans and dishes and started it. He'd forgotten to program the coffeemaker, so he quickly ground some beans and put them on to brew. Just as he headed for the living room to pick up the clothes they'd shed so quickly the night before, strong arms wrapped around his waist and pulled him back into the kitchen.


  Aiden kissed Oswald's neck. "I thought it was my turn to straighten up."


  "It was." Oswald relaxed into Aiden's embrace. "But I wanted to spoil you a little this morning."


  "Was I that good last night?"


  Oswald chuckled. "You're always that good. I'm just not always that magnanimous."


  The real reason for Oswald's generosity was never far from his mind. The past few months had been dreamlike. He'd never known how much he needed love until he touched Aiden. Waking up every morning in Aiden's arms was something he never wanted to give up. But today was the last day of the apprenticeship, and Aiden still hadn't found a new position. The hospital wasn't hiring junior researchers, nor was any lab within 100 miles.


  "It will be okay, Ozzie. We'll figure something out." Aiden cupped Oswald's cock. "We don't need to be at the lab for an hour. Come back to bed and make love to me."


  Just as Aiden led Oswald to the bedroom, the phone rang.


  "Get ready for me baby," Oswald whispered. "I'll be right there."


  It was odd for a call to come to the landline. Oswald warily greeted the caller and spoke in awed tones once he realized who was on the other end. When the call ended, he held the receiver and stared at it. It was a couple of minutes before he gathered his thoughts enough to return to the bedroom.


  Those few thoughts flew out of his brain the instant he saw Aiden, spread out and naked, fucking himself with two thick fingers. In a flash, Oswald was naked and pounced on Aiden, who responded by raising his knees and presenting his ass. Oswald slid his fingers inside, loving how it made Aiden shiver and moan.


  "Oh," Aiden cried. "It's so much better when you do it."


  "Love the way it feels when you clamp down on my fingers. Love to think about it when I can't touch you." Oswald leaned down and gently kissed Aiden. "I love you."


  "Fuck, Ozzie, I love you, too."


  Oswald thrust his fingers into Aiden and made sure every retreat passed over Aiden's prostate. "Prove it, baby. Come for me."


  It was simple cause and effect. Oswald knew if he finger-fucked Aiden hard and fast enough, Aiden would come in spectacular fashion. Aiden swore he'd never met anyone who could turn him inside out so easily and so fast, and Oswald was positive he'd never met anyone so open and responsive. How had he ever thought being alone was better than this?


  One well-placed, well-timed flick of the wrist sent Aiden flying, and come shot over his stomach and onto his chest. Oswald watched, mesmerized once again by the beautiful young man in his bed.


  Aiden opened sleepy eyes. "You never told me who it was on the phone."


  "The CDC." Oswald handed Aiden a tissue and lay down beside him.


  "Oh, yeah? What did they want?"


  "They want me to head up a new lab." Oswald ignored the bed shifting next to him. "Wanted to know if I had any techs I wanted to bring with me."


  Aiden's shocked face appeared over him. "And you said?"


  "I asked what their fraternization policy was."


  STAGE 7: Shedding


  Oswald walked through the empty condo. It was plain, boring white, just as it was the day he'd bought it. Their Atlanta bungalow was homey and warm. He was sure he'd get used to it eventually.


  "I told the guy to be careful with the bookcase, but I don't think he listened." Aiden stopped in the doorway and smiled. "You ready to get to our shiny new lab?"


  God, he was ready. "Don't you mean my shiny new lab? If I recall correctly, you work for me."


  Aiden walked across the room, swaying his hips the entire way, and came to a stop directly in front of Oswald. "Yes, I'm your lab boy."


  Oswald reached up and pulled Aiden down by his hair so he could give Aiden a hard kiss. "And don't you forget it."


  THE END
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