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  Introduction


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


  What Is Love Is Always Write?


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


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


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


  Ebook Layout and Navigation


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


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


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


  www.goodreads.com/group/show/20149-m-m-romance.


  Enjoy.
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  LIKE SO MUCH HOT AIR


  by Kathleen Hayes
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  Albuquerque during Balloon Week was insane— like Mardi Gras on laughing gas, I heard someone say. Easy to hide in the crowd. But how to get away? Once I left the festival grounds, my leg would slow me down.


  He was alone, trying to get his balloon off the ground. You needed at least two people to get one of these monsters in the air. Bad day, between pissed off and heartbroken written all over his face. He stared down at my leg, and I grabbed the edge of the basket for support. "Need some help?"


  He laughed, then looked behind me at the trail of bloody footprints I'd left. "Whoever you're running from, you just led them here, bud."


  I stared at the footprints, then up at him. He dropped the fuel gauge, reached out and lifted me into the basket like I was a sack of groceries. "Stay down before you fall down. I need six more minutes to get this balloon out of here. Have you got six minutes?"


  I shook my head. "I don't know."


  ~ Sarah Black
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  LIKE SO MUCH HOT AIR


  by Kathleen Hayes


  I looked down at my bloody pant leg and groaned quietly to myself. My jeans had a ragged tear down the side of my left calf, and I dreaded pulling the two pieces of red-stained denim apart to see what damage had been done to my actual leg. There was enough blood that it was staining my footprints, so I knew it wouldn't be pretty.


  Damn it. How in the hell had they found me here? I'd fled 2,300 miles and had been living essentially off the grid for almost two months.


  I took a deep breath, pushing that thought to the back of my mind as I braced myself to look at my leg. I had to lean my head against the wall and take several deep breaths to avoid passing out at the sight. There was a five-inch laceration marring the leg, and the stark smears of dirt and blood against pale skin were enough to make my head spin. I'd careened into a wall with an exposed screw or some such as I had looked over my shoulder in order to see how much distance I had put between myself and the goons chasing me.


  They were far enough back that they were tracking me by the gap I left in the crowd rather than by sight. That was good at least.


  "Jason," The voice was clear over the murmur of the crowd, calling my name in a teasing singsong. "Jason, where are you?"


  The last time I had heard that voice, I hadn't known. I'd thought he was just one of my boyfriend's many cousins. Now I knew better. That voice belonged to Tommy Doherty, one of the top enforcers for the Boston Irish Mob.


  ****


  Two Months Ago


  My breath whooshed out of me as Shea slammed me up against the wall. His mouth latched onto my neck like a starving leech searching for breakfast. A month ago the slick glide of his tongue over my pulse point and the rough burn of his stubble against my throat would have had me panting and ready to be taken. Instead, my mind was wandering– a sure sign that Shea and I were not meant to be. I'd just been too complacent until now to break it off. Soon. I sighed internally as I tried to focus, quite literally, on the matter at hand.


  One hour and a mildly disappointing orgasm later, I found myself contemplating the pros and cons of counting the popcorn on Shea's ceiling and becoming increasingly frustrated by his erratic snoring. Eventually, I became annoyed enough that I rolled out of bed and wandered into Shea's office. I puttered around on his computer, checking my emails and reading Facebook updates from people I didn't care about. I was so bored it took me ten minutes to figure out I was in Shea's Facebook and not mine.


  Disgusted with myself, I closed all the browser windows and moved the cursor towards the shutdown icon in the lower left hand corner. On its ponderous journey across the sculpted pecs that Shea used for his desktop background, though, the cursor scrolled over an unlabeled icon and a login box popped up.


  I settled back in the chair, curiosity peaked. If only I had known then the chaos that little pop up box would cause in my life, I would have scrolled away and never thought twice about it. Alas, hindsight is always 20/20, as they say– and now sight is just about legally damn blind. Instead of walking away I found myself pondering what Shea was hiding behind a password. Porn? Confidential work files?


  The username was already auto-filled, so all I had to do was figure out the password. Shea was always forgetting things like passwords and PINs so it would be something obvious. I tried his birthday, forwards and backwards; my birthday, forwards and backwards; his address, with and without zip code; and a few other obvious things. Finally, it dawned on me. His username was s.doherty so I tried ytrehod.s in the password box and pressed enter.


  A file sharing folder popped up.


  I clicked on the first file, all the while knowing it was a bad idea. But the same they who know all about hindsight have another little gem– curiosity killed the cat. Sometimes I wonder why "they" had to be so literal in my case.


  An accounting spreadsheet sprang forth from my ill-fated double click. I glanced at the headings and didn't recognize it as belonging to any of Shea's clients from the firm at which we both work. It may seem like I have the common sense of a box of rocks at this point, but if there is one thing I know, it is numbers. Having so many shiny, new, as yet undiscovered numbers sitting in front of me begging to be made sense of was a temptation beyond my ability to resist.


  An hour later I was beginning to get an uneasy feeling at the base of my ribcage. Two hours later, that feeling had blossomed into full on nausea. Three hours later, it took everything in me not start hyperventilating. Somehow what looked like documentation of a massively huge money laundering scheme was in a password protected file on my boyfriend's computer. Not only that, but the same file also contained what looked like the books for various businesses ranging from completely above board to so illegal I could probably go to jail just for reading about them.


  I allowed myself a moment to have a minor– ok major– internal freak out, and then took a deep breath. As calmly I could, I opened Shea's desk drawers and dug around until I found a couple of spare USB drives. I carefully copied all the files from the password protected folder onto both USB drives, planning to keep one for myself and send one to… someone official. I'd figure that part out later.


  ****


  Across town an alert popped up on Andy's screen to say that s.doherty had just made a copy of all the files he had access to. Since s.doherty was the youngest son of Old Man Charlie Doherty– head of the Doherty Family, more widely known as the Boston branch of the Irish Mob– that was a pretty damn large number of files.


  Twenty minutes later Old Man Charlie growled, "Don't kill him but teach him a lesson he'll not soon forget," into the phone. As Tommy Doherty hung up, a grin spread across his face. Thinking about how much fun it would be to put that punk loser in his place, he grabbed his gun and stuffed it into his shoulder holster on his way out the door.


  ****


  I was lucky– extremely freakin' lucky. That is the only reason I survived that night. I was in the corner of the living room, half hidden in the three foot space between the end of the couch and the wall when Tommy busted in Shea's front door and barreled in, gun aimed at chest height. I heard Shea's startled cry from the bedroom and ignored it. I hunched smaller into the corner and slowly pulled my laptop off the end table where I had left it to charge. After I heard Tommy slam open the bedroom door I shoved the computer into my hastily packed bag and, after a moment's hesitation, headed towards the fire escape on the off chance that Tommy had other goons guarding the hallway of Shea's apartment building.


  I dropped the last six feet into the dark alleyway from the rickety ladder that had broken sometime in recent history. It was a sobering moment as I realized that I had no one I knew well enough, or who cared enough about me to help me escape from the mob. I might have said Shea but he was in the freakin' mob so he was out.


  I just started walking, trying to keep my panic at bay. I had no idea how they knew, but there could be no other reason for Cousin Tommy to be waving a gun around in the middle of the night. And eventually he would figure out that Shea had been sleeping– that I was not in bed where I was meant to be– and he would put the pieces together.


  For some reason I had this image in my head of one of those spy movies where they track people by their credit cards, and the people on the run can't get to their vast sums of money because whoever is chasing them will find them if they do. While I didn't have vast sums of money, I had a goodly sum. I began to formulate a plan. It probably fit better in a spy movie than in real life but at least it gave me something to focus on. I stopped at every ATM I passed and pulled out the maximum withdrawal amount. After wandering the streets of Boston for a good three hours, I had about $2,000 in my pocket and the extent of my plan was exhausted.


  I collapsed on a bench in the Common just as the first rays of sunlight were streaking across the predawn sky like brilliant scars. My clothes were a mess, my hair felt like it was sticking out in a hundred different directions and all my possessions I currently had access to were in a bag at my feet. If not for the $2,000 in my pocket, I would have felt like Boston's newest homeless person. I closed my eyes as the reality of my situation wrapped itself around my brain and fear settled into me for the first time since I had successfully evaded Tommy the night before. The chill of it seeped into my bones and I started to shake.


  If I was right– and Tommy bursting into Shea's apartment with a gun drawn pointed pretty clearly in that direction– the mob was going to be after me in the very near future. Whether my notions of the mob had any basis in reality or were completely fabricated from watching entirely too many episodes of the Sopranos, I figured I would get shot first on the off chance that the answers I might have given would have been the wrong ones.


  I must have sat there, paralyzed by my fear, for a good hour or so because the next thing I knew someone had sat down next to me and there were early morning joggers and commuters dotting the sidewalks and trails nearby.


  "Here," a rough voice next me said as I noticed a hand invading my personal space. I looked up and saw what appeared to be genuine homeless person handing me half a bagel. His blue eyes peered steadily out at me from under a ragged wool beanie, and the arm stretched between was covered in the stained sleeve of an ancient grey hoodie.


  I shook my head and said, "I'm good. I don't need any food." The last thing I wanted to do was take some homeless guy's breakfast.


  He smiled warmly at me and replied, "I didn't think you did, clean and pink as your skin is. You did look like you could use a friend though."


  My jaw dropped open and I gaped at him for a good ten seconds before I managed to stammer out a "Thank you" and take the bagel he was offering.


  He leaned back on the bench and stretched his arm across the back. We were just far enough apart that his hand didn't quite touch my shoulder. He took a deep breath and I could hear the smile in his voice as he said, "Beautiful morning innit?"


  For a moment I couldn't respond, and then I followed his gaze to the sky where the newly risen sun was heralded by a cacophony of colors I had never really taken the time to notice before. Warmth was just beginning to spread across the ground, and I couldn't help the laugh that escaped me as I watched a full grown duck trying to chase after a bunch of tiny ones near the water.


  In that moment, as a new day was starting, sitting next to a complete stranger and holding half a stale bagel, I laughed until I cried. I didn't stop until it had turned to laughing again. When I had settled back down into a normal breathing rhythm again, the stranger shifted forward and got up to leave. He patted me briefly on the shoulder and said, "There you go, son" before he walked off into the park again.


  After a few more moments on my bench, I grabbed my bag and decided I just needed to take things one step at a time. Step 1: Go to the bank and see if I can get any more money and then destroy my ATM and credit cards.


  As I was striding purposefully down the sparsely populated sidewalk, I almost had a heart attack as I heard my phone ring in my pocket. I looked at the caller ID and was completely flabbergasted to see Shea's name flashing across the screen. After one ring's deliberation I pressed the accept button.


  "Shea?"


  "Oh My God, Jason. Where the fuck are you?" He sounded beyond panicked.


  I put ice in my voice as I replied, "Not sure I want to tell you that right now. Especially after seeing Tommy bust into your apartment with a gun last night!"


  "Jesus, Jason. Whatever you took, you gotta bring it back. Do you have any clue who you're dealing with? He'll kill you."


  It was what I had been thinking all night but it didn't really help to have my fears confirmed. Rather than argue with Shea, which would have been pointless, I just hung up my phone and with a wince threw it in the nearest garbage can.


  I went to my bank and withdrew another $9,000 staying just below the $10,000 reporting minimum and just about cleaning out my savings account. I stopped at a thrift store and bought some clothes. I bought a pay as you go cell phone, and then I bought six bus tickets and four train tickets all going to different places across the US and Canada– all with my credit card.


  Finally I hopped on the next local bus that stopped and rode it until I was on the outskirts of the city. I got off the bus as soon as I spotted a cheap used car lot. I spent a good chunk of my cash buying the cheapest car on the lot and a little bit more to not have the paperwork processed for a week.


  I headed south for as long as I could stay awake, which turned out to be about thirteen hours. I ended up somewhere in West Virginia. I traded my car for an even cheaper looking car at a local truck stop. I warned the guy that he might have trouble come after him but he pulled a fierce looking shot gun out of his trunk and just smiled at me. My nightmares will now be haunted by armed rednecks. I almost felt sorry for Tommy. But only almost.


  I drove for two more days before the car died completely just inside the Albuquerque city limits. It was getting dark outside so I left the car abandoned in a parking lot and started walking. I must have looked to be in a right state when a few minutes later a stranger stopped me on the sidewalk and asked if I was all right.


  It took a moment for my exhaustion-addled brain to respond and before I could get a word out, a kind looking older man was leading me into the front of an adobe style building with some sort with blue painted wood trim. A tan face lined with wrinkles and laugh lines swam in and out of my vision as I collapsed into a chair in what looked like the lobby of a small hotel or inn. A few moments later a steaming cup of tea was pressed into my hands and I drank it without thought.


  It was too hot, especially for the summer in the desert, but after just a few minutes, I felt the caffeine working its magic-like fire in my veins. It burned away the worst of the fog in my brain and I shook myself the rest of the way alert.


  "Thanks," I said with a chagrined smile on my face.


  "You look rode hard and put away wet, kid." I rankled at that for a moment but then I figured compared to him, I was a kid. He kept talking, "My name's Air."


  "Jason." I said and held out my hand for him shake. Then, "Air?"


  "Yup. My Luann always said I was full of hot air. Somehow it became my name and forty years later I'm still stuck with it." He sounded like he was complaining, but he said the whole thing with a grin on his face. It made my heart ache just a little. I wasn't really broken up about Shea in particular. Just lonely in general. Really damn lonely.


  "Hey, kid. Jason!" Air snapped his fingers in front of my face and I jerked out of my reverie. "Let's get you settled into a room for the night, ok?"


  Without waiting for an answer he grabbed my bag from the floor beside and a keycard from the desk and herded me out a side door. I had enough presence of mind to mumble something about paying him but he brushed me off and said to come and see him when I woke up in the morning.


  The sun was shining down from almost directly overhead when I finally woke up the next day. Despite being cool from an intense air conditioning unit in the room, I almost broke into a sweat just looking at the bright hot heat that baked Albuquerque in the summer. My shower damp hair dried completely in the arid heat during the short walk from my room to the front lobby.


  Air looked up from the desk as the bell over the door rattled, announcing my entrance. "Well hey there sleepy head. You're looking much better today." He grinned at me in welcome.


  I returned his smile and said, "Thanks." Now, normally I am not all that shy but there were very few topics of general chit chat that I could honestly engage in now that I was on the run for my life. Also, I am a terrible liar. I wracked my brain trying to find something to say to Air and probably appeared slightly slow as I opened and closed my mouth.


  Air took the reins by interjecting, "You want some lunch?" into my pregnant silence. Thankful to be let off the conversational hook, even if it was just for a few seconds, I said, "Sure." He tossed me a sandwich in a ziploc baggie. After investigation, I learned it was turkey and swiss on rye with some sort of sauce or dressing I didn't recognize on it.


  I took a bite and I don't know if it was because I was so hungry or because that sandwich was just that delicious but I groaned out loud in pure pleasure. "God, that's delicious." I managed to get out around a huge bite.


  Air chuckled and nodded. When I finished he threw me another and then a bottle of water. I was just guzzling down the last of the water when I heard a stream of muttering rising in volume coming from behind the desk.


  As I walked closer I was able to make out what Air was saying and it was a string of such ridiculous made up curse words that I would not have believed he was actually cursing if it wasn't for the pissed off glare he had leveled at the computer.


  Trying to lighten the mood a bit I put my hands out in front of me with exaggerated slowness and said, "Take a deep breath and step away from the computer." He spun his glare on me but it didn't last long before he huffed and pushed his chair back. I walked around so I could see his screen.


  "What's wrong?"


  "The frillarkin thing doesn't make any sense."


  I ignored his made up curse word and smiled because the screen was full of numbers in a spreadsheet. And that was something I could definitely do. I felt a little warmth fill my chest that I could do something to pay back Air's kindness from the night before.


  "Move over," I said. "This is what I do. Give me a few minutes and I'll figure it out." Air looked extremely skeptical but went over the other side of the desk and started working on something else.


  About twenty-five minutes later I had read through all the spreadsheets he had in the document and found where his mistake was. He had duplicated a couple of boxes during data entry. After I had shown Air the mistake and asked for the receipts and files I would need to fix it, he just stared at me with a look of wonder on his face.


  "What are you doing here in Albuquerque?" I was a little shocked by his seeming non sequitur and I felt myself wall up. I scrambled for something to say and came up with, "Just needed a change of scenery."


  Air looked at me speculatively, "You runnin' from something, kid?"


  My jaw clamped closed and I turned away. Yeah, I'm great at being on the lam.


  "Hey, Jason. It's fine. I've got my own mileage. You ever want to talk about it I got good ears. Otherwise, it's none of my business. What I was going to say was, if you want to take care of the books a few hours every day you can have the room as long as you need it. I'll even throw in lunch."


  I took a deep breath and decided to trust Air, if only a little bit. "And you wouldn't put my name down or anything?"


  "Nope."


  "Okay. You've got a deal."


  Over the next month or so we settled into a pattern. I woke up and spent the morning working for Air, then we ate lunch together and I spent the afternoon wandering the city or in my room. Eventually, I confided in Air and we decided to send one of the USB drives to the FBI anonymously. He took it with him on his weekly trip to Socorro to visit Luann's grave and mailed it from there.


  Two weeks after Air had mailed the USB drive we still hadn't heard from either the FBI or the Irish Mob so I started to relax, to feel safe again. Then "they" popped into my life again with another one of their pearls of wisdom: it always comes when you least expect it.


  When Air heard I'd never seen a hot air balloon in person he forbade me to come into the office and shooed me off to the Balloon Fiesta to "experience" it as he put it. The first day was fine, fun even. But as I stood in the predawn light watching the ballooners of the Dawn Patrol spread out their massive envelopes and slowly fill them with fire heated air on the second day, I felt an uneasy prickle on my spine. Like someone was watching me. I spun in a circle scanning the gathering crowd for any face I recognized or that seemed out of place. There was no one.


  It was only a matter of time before they caught up to me, though.


  ****


  


  Present


  Tommy's lilt was still relatively far away, so I decided to try to make a break for it. I just had to figure out which direction I wanted to go. Albuquerque during Balloon week was insane– like Mardi Gras on laughing gas, Air had told me. It would be easy to hide in the crowd, but how would I get away? Once I left the Fiesta grounds, my leg would slow me down.


  I peeked my head around the corner of the building I was still hiding behind and saw that the path opened up in about 200 yards to large field where the balloons took off. Just inside the field I saw a man with a balloon that looked about halfway full. He was alone, trying to get his balloon off the ground. You needed at least two people to get one of those monsters in the air.


  I didn't know enough about hot air balloons to know how long it took for one to fill up completely but it looked to be rising pretty quickly. I gauged my timing for when Tommy was turned in the other direction and slipped into the crowd. I made sure to walk at the same pace as everyone else and had attached myself at the side of a group of college age guys who were about my same height.


  As I reached the edge of the field, Tommy must have discovered my temporary hiding spot and the bloody footprints leading away because I heard him shout to his fellow goons to follow him. The closer I got to the one guy with his two person balloon I could see a bad day, between pissed off and heartbroken, written all over his face. As I approached, he stared down at my leg, and as soon as I was close enough I grabbed the edge of the basket for support.


  "Need some help?" He laughed, then looked behind at the trail of bloody footprints I'd left. "Whoever you're running from, you just led them here, bud."


  I turned around briefly and stared at the footprints, a burst of hopelessness shooting through me. Then I turned back and looked up at him. He dropped the fuel gauge, reached out and lifted me into the basket like I was a sack of groceries.


  "Stay down before you fall down. I need six more minutes to get this balloon out of here. Have you got six minutes?"


  I shook my head. "I don't know. Probably not." I sighed and slumped down against the side of the wicker balloon basket, unable to support my weight now that it was not strictly necessary that I do so. I stayed there, with my eyes closed, for about thirty seconds listening to the man do whatever it was that he was doing to get the balloon off the ground.


  Then I took a deep breath and steeled myself for whatever pain my moving was going to cause my leg. I wasn't going pass out on another stranger trying to help me.


  "Anything I can do to help?"


  He gave me an appraising look and then nodded. "Start tossing those ballast bags over the edge. If we can lose some weight we'll get off the ground sooner." He paused. "But don't stand up all the way. We don't want whoever's chasing you to see you." I had to bite back a snarky response of no shit Sherlock. Instead of speaking, I just nodded and turned to my task.


  Without looking at me, the stranger started talking. "There are three guys who look like a bad stereotype for goons combing the crowd and headed this way. They the ones you're running from?"


  "Tall dark and muscled? Look related to each other?"


  "Yeah."


  "Yeah."


  "Well, as soon as they make it to the field your footprints will lead them right here. We got maybe another minute."


  "That enough time to take off?"


  He shrugged and knelt down to rummage through a pile of boxes in the corner of the basket and said, "Maybe."


  He pulled out a small plastic case with a handle and popped the clasps. When he pulled out a small gun and slammed a magazine into the handle, I just about wet myself.


  "Shit. Why do you have a freakin' gun?"


  "Second Lieutenant Rhys Whelan, retired, at your service." It was as he shoved the gun in the back of his waistband that I noticed his army regulation haircut and UNM ROTC sweatshirt. "Don't worry. I don't plan on shooting anyone who isn't shooting at me. Just pays to be prepared."


  I nodded dumbly, part of me relieved that I had found someone who might actually be able to protect me, and part of me scared shitless that I was soon going to be trapped in midair in tiny basket with a stranger who had a gun, and probably knew how to use it.


  Relief quickly outweighed fear as I heard Tommy yell, "This way." Second Lieutenant Rhys Whelan tensed and started messing with the flame a bit, making it bigger. I decided to risk a glance over the edge of the basket.


  My heart jumped into my throat when I saw Tommy, and two of Shea's other cousins, Stephen and Liam, fifty yards away, at the edge of the field and headed in this direction. I felt the basket start to lurch and lift off the ground at the same time that Tommy drew his gun. I figured he wouldn't start randomly shooting because even Old Man Charlie wouldn't be able to clean up a civilian shooting in public without a lot of trouble. As soon as he got close to aim though, we were toast.


  I saw Rhys tossing a few more non-ballast items over the edge of the basket and I felt us start to rise into the air with a more encouraging speed.


  When the three Doherty's reached the place where the balloon had been, it was about fifteen feet off the ground. It wasn't until I saw Tommy holster his gun that it occurred to me that they didn't want me dead. They wanted me alive so I could tell them what I did with the USB drives. I slumped over in relief.


  I glanced up at my rescuer and got my first good look at him. His dark blond hair was close cropped and ice blue eyes stared at me out of a rigidly angular face.


  "What's your name?"


  "Jason."


  "You got a last name that goes with that?"


  "Not until I know you a little better." While his face didn't move a whit, his eyes seemed to smile at this and in that moment they turned from dull ice cubes to rich glacial pools. I scolded my heart for doing a double beat and broke away from his stare.


  Rhys turned away from me then, and began rummaging in the corner that had produced the gun again. This time when he turned around he had a red box marked with a white cross on it in his hand.


  "Come on. Let's get a look at your leg."


  Five agonizing minutes later my calf had been cleaned and bandaged and the ragged bloody part of my pant leg had been cut off. I had to clench my fists and take slow deep breaths to keep from passing out because goddamn that hurt.


  Rhys' voice broke me out of my pain-filled reverie. "You ever been up in a balloon before?"


  I shook my head, not trusting my voice.


  He crossed the small space and leaned over to help me stand up. "Well, come on. It's magnificent."


  My breath caught in my throat as I looked out of the basket for the first time since we had taken off. Don't get me wrong, intellectually I had known, but it struck me just then how high we were. My stomach did a slight swoop at that. This high up the last rays of the setting sun were still visible across the horizon. I finally saw why the locals called these the "Watermelon" mountains. In the light of the setting sun, the cliffs blazed brilliant pink and the dense patches of evergreen trees that covered their tops shone deep green.


  "It's beautiful," I said, after a few minutes.


  He sighed, and as he looked out over the mountains the pissed off and heartbroken faded from his face and a simple peace settled across his features. A quick burst of wind knocked into us and I was forced to lean more heavily into Rhys' side in order to keep my weight off my injured leg. He just tightened his arm around my waist and kept smiling into the distance. My heart sped up as I stared at this beautiful kind man and I knew that given half a chance I could fall for him.


  I gave myself an internal shake and turned to watch the land mosey by below us. I noticed that the city was getting further and further behind us.


  "Where are we going?"


  "I figured with the goon squad chasing you it would be best to avoid the group landing zones. We're using the circle current around the city to land near my cabin."


  "Thanks."


  "You're welcome. You know, once we land, I think you're going to need to tell me what alls going on." He paused, "You can trust me."


  "Yeah," I sighed. "You're probably right." Satisfied with my answer, he helped me sit back down and then turned to start messing with the various knobs and dials that I assumed would help us land. He looked to be struggling to keep everything under control by himself now that it was time to land.


  "You need any help? It looks like this was meant to be a two person job." A flash of pain streaked across his face before he answered.


  "It is." A few seconds passed and it appeared he was not going to add any more to that statement so I asked again, "Can I help?"


  He nodded tightly and we spent the next twenty minutes in a harrowing attempt not to dash our brains against the mountain and land close enough to his cabin that we didn't have to hike for hours to find our beds.


  In the end it was about a twenty minute walk from where we landed the balloon safely, if less than gracefully. My leg was not going to stop throbbing for weeks at this rate.


  Rhys' cabin was one big room with each quadrant dedicated to a different "area"– kitchen, living area, dining area, bedroom. There was another door off the bedroom area which I assumed led to a bathroom. It was small but looked well-made and neat. My heart (and maybe other parts of me too) did a tiny leap when I saw there was only one bed. Unfortunately, Rhys was chivalrous, and because I was injured, he insisted I take the bed. He slept on the couch.


  Less than twenty minutes after crossing the threshold of Rhys' cabin I was piled high with blankets and fast asleep in a bed that smelled like the sky and Second Lieutenant Rhys Whelan.


  The next morning I was startled awake by an odd rhythmic noise that I could not identify for the life of me. I glanced around the cabin and found it empty. Using my brilliant early morning deductive reasoning skills, I figured Rhys was outside making the noise that had awoken me.


  After quick ablutions in the bathroom and a speedy wardrobe change, I headed outside to see what Rhys was up to. As I stepped onto the porch I was treated to the sight of a shirtless muscled god chopping wood. Firewood, that is. He must have been stockpiling for winter as the pile took up almost the entire side of the cabin.


  I stared, feeling slightly guilty, until he noticed me on the porch. He smiled at me and I wondered how I wasn't burned to cinder. "I'll be inside in a few minutes. There's breakfast stuff in the fridge if you want to start cooking something up."


  I nodded mutely and headed back inside.


  Rhys had put on a shirt by the time he sat down at the table to eat the bacon, egg and cheese scramble that I had managed for our breakfast. He let me get about halfway through my plate before he asked the question.


  "Who are you running from, Jason?"


  When I finished telling my story about an hour later, Rhys just stared at me for a good thirty seconds. "Wow. You don't do anything by halves do you?"


  I shook my head. "The thing is, I have no idea how they found me. I thought I covered my tracks pretty damn well."


  "You may never know. Maybe they have a mole in the FBI. Maybe there was a security camera at the post office in Socorro and they tracked you through Air. Maybe both. Maybe a million other things." He took a deep breath. "We need a plan."


  "I'm all ears. My plan ended with get far away and give the FBI my evidence. That plan has obviously failed." A wave of despair, cold and heavy, passed over me. I just wanted a normal life with a normal job and a normal boyfriend, without people trying to kill me.


  I'd reached the end of my rope. I let my head drop to the table with a thunk. Before I knew it, Rhys had come around the table, pulled me out of my chair and wrapped his arms around me. It was so completely unexpected that I tensed in his arms for a brief moment before I let myself fall into him. One strong arm cradled my head to his shoulder and the other wove gently around my torso. I took a shuddering breath as a deep sense of safety sank into me. I hadn't realized how truly scared I was until the lack of it stole my breath away.


  Before I knew they were there or could do anything to stop them, tears started streaming down my face, soaking the shoulder of Rhys' white T-shirt. It was such a relief. I hadn't cried like that since my parents had died in a car crash seven years ago, during my junior year of college. Rhys crooned sweet nothings in my ear until I had calmed down again.


  Once I was done being overwhelmed, it just felt awkward being hugged by an almost complete stranger and I tensed up again. He let me go and gave me a moment to wipe my face and collect myself.


  "Don't worry. Everybody has a breaking point. Doesn't matter that you break as long you pick yourself up after. Come on. We've got some planning to do."


  And just like that I felt normal again.


  A few hours of talking and arguing later, we decided that the best plan was to call a friend of his in the FBI. Apparently the now-Agent Geoffrey Kortig and Rhys had served together during his stint in the army and he could be trusted with anything. Once that was decided, it was another few hours of discussing to decide what exactly to tell him and how.


  Rhys would head back into town tomorrow to pick up his truck, grab a new cell phone and collect supplies. After which we would call Agent Kortig.


  ****


  After a long boring day of waiting for Rhys to return, I was extremely glad to see the cloud of dust on the road that presaged the arrival of his truck. Despite the fact that my leg was feeling much better he would not let me help him unload the motorcycle on which he had ridden into town from the back of the truck. He gave me a stay put glare and rather than start an argument I stayed where I was.


  Once he had unpacked all the supplies from the truck and brought them inside– again I was not allowed to help– he handed me a phone. While Rhys was putting all the groceries away, I called Air's home phone and left a message to let him know I was safe. I could have called his cell or the office line, but I wasn't sure if I would be able to lie convincingly enough if I were talking directly to him. So I took the coward's way out.


  After everything was put away, we sat down at the table together. Rhys pulled out his phone and pressed one of his speed dial numbers. As the phone was ringing, he pushed the speaker button and put it on the table between us.


  "Rhys, my man. How're you doin'?"


  "Hey Geoff. I've got a bit of a situation I could use your help on."


  "Sure thing. What can I do you for?"


  "I've got a friend here on speaker phone and I want you to listen to what he has to say."


  Rhys nodded at me and I started talking– telling my story again. It was slightly edited and definitely more streamlined but it still took a good twenty minutes to get through the whole thing. When I finished talking, Geoff had turned completely professional, all traces of the bluff army buddy gone. He said he'd look into the situation and give us a call back in a few days. In the meantime, we were to lay low.


  Later that night, as Rhys and I were sitting on the porch drinking beer, I realized that I knew almost nothing about my rescuer, except that he had been in the army and could pilot a hot air balloon.


  "How did you get into hot air balloons?" I asked, hoping to break the ice a bit.


  He smiled before he answered so I thought it might have been a good question. "My grandpa was a senior balloon pilot in World War II. He loved it and we grew up with him taking us to the Fiesta every year. He died about ten years ago but I still love going up in a balloon. Always reminds me of him."


  "Who do you usually go up with now?" I asked, remembering how difficult it had been for him to try to fly his balloon by himself. The look of heartbreak that flashed across his face at that question made me regret asking it immediately. The silence stretched a bit and I thought that he wasn't going to answer. Eventually, though, he said, "My best friend, Alejo."


  Before I could stop myself, I heard my mouth saying, "Where was he the other day?"


  Bitterness laced his voice as he replied, "Alejo thinks that 'cause I like guys it means I wouldn't be able to keep my hands off him. Don't ask, don't tell isn't just a military thing, apparently."


  I reached over and laid my hand on his arm and squeezed gently. "I'm sorry, Rhys. That sucks."


  He harrumphed and managed to sound like an eighty-year-old man and look like a pouting two-year-old at the same time. "I don't care." I said.


  He looked at me and smirked. "I know. Especially if that once over you gave me while I was chopping wood was any indication."


  I felt the red hot of a blush spread all the way to the roots of my dark brown hair. "Shit," I muttered under my breath.


  He looked at me and, mimicking my tone of voice from a moment before, he said, "I don't care, either."


  I smacked him in the shoulder and we both burst out laughing.


  Once we calmed down, I spoke again, echoing my thoughts from a few minutes ago. "You know, other than hot air balloons and the army, I don't know anything about you."


  He relaxed back in his chair and propped his feet on the porch railing. "Not much to tell. Grew up in foster care. Went to UNM on a ROTC scholarship. Served my four years and got out. Now I live here and lead eco-tourism groups around the desert when the weather is good."


  Despite not having much to tell, we talked into the wee hours of the morning. The fierce attraction I had been feeling for him settled into something warm and comfortable as we got to know each other. We fell asleep in our chairs, staring at the stars. Around 3 a.m. he shook me awake and we went inside, me to the bed and him to the couch.


  ****


  The next few weeks were a welcome break from the stress that had invaded my life. Geoff called every few days to update us on his investigation, or to ask me questions that I mostly didn't know the answer to. We made one trip into Albuquerque to ship another copy of the USB drive to the FBI– this time directly to Geoff. Rhys taught me poker– which is really all about numbers– and then refused to play with me anymore when I kept beating him. I finally convinced him that we were adults and could share the queen sized bed. It must have been the military training or something, but once he was asleep he did not move a muscle. He stayed on his back with his hands folded across his stomach for six hours and then he woke up. Sometimes, in my sleep I would end up with an arm thrown across him or my leg against his and still he never moved.


  It was probably for the best because if he had shown any indication that he was open to it, I would have found myself falling for him with no thought to the consequences. And even I knew that this whole situation would end in one of two ways– me dead at the hands of the Doherty family, or me in protective custody and the Doherty family in prison. Allowing myself to fall in love with Rhys would only make it that much more difficult when I finally had to leave him.


  Despite all that, I was halfway there already.


  I must have spaced out because, the next thing I knew Rhys was snapping his fingers in front of my eyes and saying, "Earth to Jase. Come on!"


  I shook myself and ever so eloquently responded, "Huh?"


  "What were you thinking about?"


  I blushed. "Nothing."


  "Okaaay."


  Grabbing the deck of cards out on the table as a distraction, I waved them at him. "You sure you don't want to play poker after dinner? I promise I won't beat you too bad."


  He smiled and let me get away with the subject change. "Nope."


  "How about rummy?"


  "Nope."


  "Black Jack?"


  "Nope."


  "Speed?"


  "Nope."


  "Go fish?"


  "Nope."


  We dissolved into laughter right as the phone started to ring. I sobered quickly when I saw Geoff's number on the caller ID.


  I answered with the ghost of Rhys' laughter still ringing in my ear.


  "It's time." Geoff said.


  "Okay. We'll go tonight."


  Geoff had arranged for me to turn myself in to one of his contacts at the local PD in a small town outside Albuquerque, who would then transfer me into the custody of the FBI to be delivered to Geoff at the Dallas field office. We weren't sure how deep the corruption ran so he didn't want me being filtered through any of the big city stations, PD or FBI, before I reached him. From there I would officially become a witness for the prosecution and then enter the witness relocation program.


  When I hung up the phone, I told Rhys, "It's tonight."


  We had every move planned out and both of us fell into autopilot as I grabbed my packed bags and headed out to his truck. I walled off the part of my heart that was breaking and kept moving, knowing I had to be strong. Since we had put Geoff on the trail, he had discovered that not only was the Doherty family running drugs and guns through Boston, they were also moving human cargo– women and children to be sold to the highest bidder. No matter what I was feeling right now, I had to help put a stop to it.


  An hour later, Rhys pulled the truck over into a parking lot a few blocks from the police station. The look in his eyes was unfathomable as I got out of the truck. "Thanks for everything, Rhys. I won't forget it."


  I slammed the passenger door closed and started walking down the street at a determined pace. I vaguely registered the sound of another car door slamming before someone grabbed my arm and pulled me into the alley I was passing.


  Before I even had a chance to register any fear, I was being pressed against the wall of the alley and kissed within an inch of my life. Rhys threaded his hands into my hair and pulled my head towards him with such force that I wouldn't have been able to resist, even if I had wanted to. And, God, did I not want to. I opened my mouth to his hot, fierce tongue and melted into his body as his hips held me against the brick wall. I wrapped my arms around his back and gave as much as I was taking, something clicking into place, my heart screaming pleasure, and home, and stay at my brain.


  Finally, he pulled back mere inches and stared at me– his eyes boring anchors into my soul, connecting us irrevocably. "You stay alive, you hear me. You stay alive and I will find you." His voice broke a bit on that last bit and all I could do is nod. "Promise me."


  "I promise. I'll stay alive. I promise." The intensity in his eyes eased back just a little. He kissed me one final time and spun on his heel, heading back to his truck.


  I was cold and aching in more ways than one from the empty space he left in front of me.


  ****


  I stared at the glass of the two way mirror in front of me and wondered, not for the first time since they had put me in this interrogation room, what I had gotten myself into. I was cuffed to the table "for the sake of appearances" according to the officer who had left me here over three hours ago.


  I had counted the ceiling tiles, counted the water spots on the ceiling tiles, determined the rate at which the fluorescent light blinked in and out overhead, and spent entirely too much time contemplating what could have caused that stain on the edge of the table.


  Finally, two detectives came in and got me. They led me, cuffed, to their car that was parked in the back parking lot. Detective number one (they never told me their names) held my arm while detective number two unlocked the car.


  Then all hell broke loose.


  I heard what sounded like a car backfiring, but it took me all of about five seconds to realize it was actually a gun. Before I could consciously decide on a course of action I was shoved to the ground by detective number one. Detective number two was busy shooting at someone across the parking lot. There was a lot of shooting but from the sound of it most of the bullets were hitting cars and not people– on both sides. And I took a moment to be pleased about that before I was covered in detective number one's blood. If I had not been laying completely flat on the ground the bullet that had torn a dinner plate sized hole in the back of his chest would have punched through my brain like so much jello.


  In that moment I decided discretion was the better part of valor and stayed hunkered on the ground. The shooting continued and eventually detective number two was shot as well– in the arm and not the chest– but that made it difficult for him to keep firing.


  I jumped almost out of my skin when I felt someone from the other side of the car I was hiding under pull on my foot. I was dragged unceremoniously out from under the car, scraping my torso up on the asphalt the whole way. I scrambled to sit up and a hand went over my mouth before I could do anything else.


  "Sshhh, Jason. Calm down."


  I recognized that voice. "Geoff?!!?"


  "Yeah. Be quiet for a second."


  I ignored him. "Aren't you supposed to be in Dallas?"


  He gave me a withering look and I just kept looking expectantly at him. I needed to have a valid reason for him to be here or he was going to end up as suspect numero uno in my book for the person who had betrayed me– Rhys trusting him or not.


  "An informant told us about a leak approximately an hour after I spoke with you last. I hopped on a helicopter and got here as quickly as I could. I arrived to this." He waved his arm encompassing the parking lot as he said that last part. I stared at him for moment, looking for I have no idea what before I responded. "Fine, but if you are the leak I am going to get Rhys to kill you for me."


  Geoff huffed out a brief laugh and said, "Agreed."


  He looked around the parking lot for a moment then turned to me, "Follow me. Keep your head down."


  ****


  The waiting was the worst. The first two weeks had been filled with fourteen hour briefings and paperwork and answering the same question fifty-two different ways. As soon as they were done with me though, I got stuck into a safe house with nothing to do except think; and inevitably all I could think about was that kiss. It sent hot shivers through me and made my chest ache with missing Rhys.


  Finally, about a week before Christmas, Geoff showed up at the safe house. TV shows never do justice to how long a trial takes to prepare and execute. He said it could be as a long as a year before the whole thing was over, if you took into account trial prep, and the inevitable continuations and legal maneuvers the Mob would be throwing at the prosecutors. Then there was jury selection, which would include its own game of legal chess. And even once the trial actually started, I was not the first witness and I would have to stick around in case I was needed to be put back on the stand later on.


  I looked at the possible months before me and despaired. I begged Geoff to let me write Rhys a letter. Since they were army buddies Geoff could see Rhys and send him stuff without it looking suspicious. Eventually, Geoff agreed. I also managed to get him to agree to send one letter to Air to let him know I was alive and mostly well. That one had to be heavily censored but I was glad that he would not have to worry any more than he already had.


  A few days after Christmas, Geoff brought my first reply.


  Jason,


  Thank you for your letter. I am glad that you kept yourself alive. Please keep doing that. I wish you had been here for Christmas. Even though it never did before, my cabin seems empty now, without you here. I miss you. Please write again.


  Sincerely,


  Rhys


  P.S. I will think of kissing you at midnight on New Year's Eve. Think of me too?


  Despite it being awkward and short, I couldn't help but grin as I read it over for the hundredth time since Geoff had given it to me.


  Jason,


  I was sorry to hear about the continuance. I hope they don't get another one. Geoff says you keep beating your guards at poker. If you can beat Geoff for me some time I would appreciate it. I can never seem to manage. I took some tourists out into the Sandia Mountains over the MLK day weekend and we got to see the first snow of the year. It was beautiful and I thought of you.


  Sincerely,


  Rhys


  P.S. I miss you.


  


  Dear Jase,


  I have never had someone to celebrate Valentine's Day with before. I find I wish you had been here. We could have sat on the porch and kissed under the stars. Or would you have preferred a fancy restaurant? I think not. I remember the feel of you in my arms and I cannot help but think how many opportunities I missed keeping you at arm's length to save my heart when you left. I want to fall asleep with you in my arms.


  Yours,


  Rhys


  


  Dear Jase,


  I heard they finished jury selection this week. That's fantastic. I spent the whole month taking spring breakers out in the mountains. College kids are weird these days. I wish you were here to laugh at them with me. Don't be frightened but on the last trip out I got bit by a snake. I am fine but I will be laid up for a week or so. We will have scars in the same spot now. You'll have to kiss it better next time we see each other.


  Yours,


  Rhys


  


  Jaaase,


  I fear ima little drunk as I write this. Baby, how can I miss you sooo much when you were only here a month? I think I'm in love with you. I'll proly regret sealing this without seeing it again sober but I don't care.


  Love,


  Rhys


  


  Dear Jase,


  I must apologize for my drunken letter. I hate that I made my confessions under the influence but that makes them no less valid. Forgive me?


  Love,


  Rhys


  


  Dear Jase,


  You like it when I call you Baby do you? Okay. I miss you so much Baby. It's only a little while longer now. Geoff says you testify in a couple of weeks. I am so proud of you for doing the right thing. Don't be scared.


  Love,


  Rhys


  


  Dear Jase,


  Yes!


  Love,


  Rhys


  ****


  I touched the folded piece of paper in my pocket one last time before I walked calmly to the front of the courtroom and took the stand. It was my talisman. Rhys' letters were all that kept me sane while I was kept isolated in my safe house. I knew that he was waiting for me at the end of this, no matter the outcome.


  I swore to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth and sat down. The prosecutor walked me through my story with carefully planned questions, and I answered everything in a calm and even voice, trying to project my own honesty.


  The defense attorney tried to poke holes in my story, get me to admit to being a liar, to planting evidence, but I stuck to my story as I had practiced and eventually they let me off the stand.


  The trial took another three weeks but I got to be in the courtroom when the jury brought back a guilty verdict for all the major players in the Doherty family. Geoff had told me I would need to stay in one of the conference rooms off the courtroom until the defendants had all been escorted out of the building so I was staring out the window at the Boston cityscape when I heard the door open.


  Expecting Geoff, I didn't turn around right away. I was startled when I heard a familiar throat clearing from about two feet behind me. I spun and launched myself at a grinning Rhys. We just stood there holding each other, smiling like idiots for a good two minutes.


  When Rhys finally broke away, he looked a little nervous. He put his hands in his pockets and fixed his eyes on a spot over my shoulder for a moment before he took a deep breath and looked back at me.


  "I know you asked me to go with you in your last letter." I started to panic a bit that he was going to take back his answer, and it must of have shown on my face because he rushed to say, "And my answer is still yes." He paused again, gathering his words, I assume. He muttered, "I don't know why I am so nervous."


  He shook his head, pulled his hands out of his pockets and dropped to one knee all in one graceful motion. As he opened the small box in his hand, he looked straight up at me and said, "Jason O'Brennan, Will you marry me?"


  A smile split across my face, even larger than before, and I gave the only answer I could, "Yes!"


  He whooped as he stood up and put the ring on my finger before kissing me. Geoff chose that moment to interrupt.


  After much handshaking and congratulations, Geoff explained that if we wanted to do this we needed to do it now, before we signed paperwork and got placed in the program. We followed him down a few floors in the courthouse to the office of the Justice of the Peace.


  I stood up in front of Rhys, joy bubbling up in my heart as we both pledged ourselves to each other for the rest of our lives for better or worse, for richer or poorer and in sickness or in health.


  ****


  One Month Later


  "Lynch! Hey, Lynch." I startled as my new boss grabbed my shoulder and turned me around to face him. "Didn't you hear me? I was calling your name."


  I groaned a little on the inside. Even after a month I still had a delayed reaction when someone said our new name. I had to stop a grin from spreading across my face. Our new name.


  "Sorry, sir, I'm still not used to all the noise in here." The marshals, in all their wisdom, had gotten me a job at a Casino about half an hour outside our new hometown of Leon, Iowa teaching noobs to play poker.


  I had been a bit skeptical at first but it was actually really fun. I was glad that Rhys, now Reese so it wasn't so distinctive looking, was enjoying his new identity as much as I was. He had been placed at a local nursery that focused on xeriscaping and helping local farmers maintain sustainability. It was a far cry from eco-tourism but at least he got to be outside and working with nature.


  I forced myself to pay attention to my boss as he double checked who was covering my shifts for me over the next week and reinforced how much trouble I would be in if one of them didn't show up. I sighed and nodded. I had triple checked with everyone because I did not want anything to ruin the next week. I wanted everything to be perfect for our belated honeymoon.


  I was finally able to escape and I reveled in the freedom of speeding down the highway, watching the farmland race by outside my windows. I pulled into the nursery where Rhys (I would never be able to think of him as Reese) worked and just stared for a minute before I honked my horn to let him know I was there.


  He was helping one of his coworkers load a flat of plants onto the back of a truck. His tanned skin gleamed with sweat in the bright sunlight and I marveled that I got to call this beautiful man my husband.


  When he had finished, he came over and got in the car. After a brief but warm hello kiss he glanced at me and smiled. "Still not going to tell me where we are going?"


  "Nope. It's a surprise."


  "Fine." He grumbled. But he couldn't keep a smile from curving at the edge of his lips so I knew he wasn't really put out.


  We went home and managed to shower and pack at a record speed. He wanted to linger but I had a plan and I didn't want to miss the sunset launch.


  A little more than an hour later we passed the Indianola city limits. I still wouldn't tell him what we were there for but as we drove through town it became readily apparent. Every flat surface of the town was plastered with signage and advertisements for the National Balloon Classic.


  We pulled into the parking area with barely any time to spare. I had arranged for us to ride in one of the balloons that was going up at sunset as a part of the lighted balloon exhibition. Because Reese Lynch was not Rhys Whelan, and thus did not have a balloon piloting license, we could not go up on our own in a balloon, but as we watched the sun dip below the horizon surrounded by a field of bright colors from the basket of a balloon floating in midair, it didn't much seem to matter.


  I leaned back against his chest and turned my head up to kiss him just under his chin. He wrapped his arms around me just a little tighter and said, "I love you, Jason," into my ear.


  I smiled back up at him and said, "I love you too, Rhys."
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  THE LUXURY OF VENGEANCE


  by Isabella Carter


  Once upon a time, he had dreamed of succeeding his father to the Throne of a Thousand Swords. It was his destiny, his mother had explained. Those dreams had been filled with the idyllic peace that only children could conceive. And then she had died, and Chien had been left only with his dream of the day he would finally take his aunt's head and return honor to the Throne of a Thousand Swords. Thirteen long years of planning, of arranging it so that each death would not raise suspicion. Now that the end was so close, he could scarcely believe it.


  And with its being so close, he would have to be more careful than ever. There would be no worse fate than to have spent all those years in vain simply because he had grown too impatient at the end. Coming here to eavesdrop on the Empress was a stupid risk, especially since things were already falling into place, but sometimes the best way to gather information was to listen in himself.


  If they found him in the tiny servant's hallway, there would be no good excuse for his presence. But he doubted she would even think to check the hallway. Few knew about it. It had been built before Chien's time as a way for servants to enter quietly and clear food from the Emperor's room. Considering the small size of the hallway, Chien didn't have to wonder too hard why that tradition had not lasted long.


  The general might have found him there. He seemed to have a sense for appearing wherever Chien least wanted him. Thankfully, he had left two weeks ago, though he was due back that night. General Bao had quickly risen in Empress Mai's ranks. Chien had heard the stories of the man before he'd had the chance to meet him, a soldier who had distinguished himself on the battlefield at a young age. His superiors had taken great offence when he had been promoted so quickly.


  And then he had shown quite a bit of interest in Chien with intense stares, though he seemed reluctant to actually speak to him. Chien had believed that Bao was keeping a watch on him for his aunt until one night when he had found himself cornered in his private garden while he trained. Then the general had made it clear that his interest was purely personal and Chien had seen the value in such a liaison.


  Except of late he had to wonder who had control of that situation. He thought with twin feelings of annoyance and fondness of the general's goodbye a fortnight ago. The press of bodies had been nice, the pleasure almost overwhelming, but it was the aftermath that refused to leave Chien's mind. He had thrown a careless arm over Chien as if it were the most natural thing in the world and held him. After that, Chien had been hard pressed to convince himself that he still held control of this relationship, that he was only using the general and had not grown attached.


  Bao had leaned over until his lips brushed Chien's ears and whispered, "Perhaps if you behave yourself, I'll bring you a present home."


  Chien had been too exhausted to give much more than a huff of laughter, "Something shiny and colorful I hope." He'd nearly asked for something more. It was difficult to remember that he was supposed to play the role of the dolt prince, especially around a man who refused to treat him as such. Not for the first time he had found himself wondering what it might have been like to have a true relationship with Bao. But there was no point in wondering of things that would never be. Bao was not loyal to him. He had to keep reminding himself of that.


  Rather than answer him, Bao's hand caressed a finger up his spine which made Chien squirm and pull away. His body tried valiantly to react as it always did when Bao touched him, "Please Chien, stay out of trouble."


  "When am I ever in trouble?" He couldn't even get his damned body under control. He squirmed away when Bao began tracing his spine once more and rolled over to glare at him.


  Bao did not seem affected by his annoyance however. His expression remained serious as he stared Chien directly in the eyes. "This is a dangerous game you're playing. Politics are not for the weak." Bao knew nothing; just enough to make a few small assumptions, but it still made him pull back further and wrap the blanket around himself as a shield.


  "No, it is not." Chien agreed. Politics were not for the weak, which was why he was the only person who could wade through this and put a stop to his aunt.


  Bao stared at him for a long moment, and Chien sensed that it was a test of some sort. He put the most innocent of expressions onto his face. Bao must have sensed he would not get anything further and sighed in annoyance as he pulled himself to his feet and began to dress. Chien allowed himself to enjoy the sight, the roll of tanned skin over tight muscles. It was not until Bao looked back at him that Chien realized that he had a goofy smile on his face.


  While Bao secured his weapon, Chien asked lazily, "So where are you headed at any rate?"


  Bao frowned at him but answered, "The Xing province."


  The Xing province was in the eastern part of the kingdom and had long been a part of the empire. There was no risk of rebellion there. To his knowledge the governor of that province was focused on keeping his people as peaceful as possible in hopes that the Empress's gaze would not turn upon them. His mother had come from the Xing province. She'd once told Chien that moving to the palace had been a different experience entirely.


  "Why the Xing province?"


  "The Empress is searching for— Why do you want to know?" Bao stopped himself.


  "Merely curious. You'll be gone for so long." Bao did not look fooled. Chien couldn't help but wonder why the Empress would send Bao to Xing? To search for something? Her favorite general? Then it occurred to him: Mai was searching for the sword of heaven.


  It was written in their history that long ago, when Gods walked the earth, so too had the Dragon. His name had been lost to time, but he had grown fond of humans and their ingenuity. Before he ascended to heaven, he granted one man the insight that would allow him to bring humanity into greatness. That man had become the first Emperor and his throne the Throne of a Thousand Swords so that he might serve as the Dragon's avatar upon earth.


  Since then, only the strongest were permitted to sit upon the throne, their worthiness proven by the blessing of the Dragon in the form of the Sword of Heaven. The last Chien had seen of it, his mother had taken it to the temple following his father's death. Obviously his aunt believed that his mother had hidden it near her home.


  Bao leaned down and caught Chien's lips in a hard kiss. "I shall see you upon my return."


  Chien knew he ought to have said no then, but he'd kept silent as always. The politics he could handle, but this swirl of feelings for Bao, the way his heart seemed to beat faster every time he saw Bao, the disappointment he felt knowing he would not see Bao for the next couple of weeks, that was something beyond him.


  And frustrating. So very frustrating. He was in charge of himself. Bao's only usefulness was as a source of information.


  "The Misra province?" His aunt spoke, her voice full of disgust and high enough to pull him from his memories. Misra, a small province in the south, had been among his aunt's first push after she became Empress for further control of the continent. After eight years of being ruled by a tyrant of a governor, the citizens of Misra had finally revolted against him and the Empress's rule. Since then, they had established a new system of government. Though Misra had struggled since breaking from the empire, they had managed to find trade with an island in the south. The Empire had felt the loss of Misra's bountiful fields, but thus far had not been able to spare the men to retake the province.


  "Other provinces are beginning to learn from the example of the Misra province. We have heard whispers of a revolution."


  "Then stop them. Do you truly need me to remind you how you should do your jobs?"


  "If it were only that simple Empress." The advisor sounded pained and Chien wished there was a way he could see their faces as well as hear their voices from his hiding place. Were they frustrated with their Empress's lack of understanding in how to handle her people? Would they stay loyal to her or to someone they thought could stop this mess. "We cannot stop multiple rebellions all at once."


  "Why would they rebel? They are a part of the greatest Empire of their time."


  "They cry for food, Empress. For homes to shelter their families. The waters last year washed away many homes and many have not been able to rebuild." The Empire was starving. Mai was so focused on expanding she had ignored the needs of the people and now they were suffering for it.


  "The waters last year ruined many things. It is selfish of them to worry only of their own needs." If the advisor had an opinion on that thought he did not share it, "Take a contingent out to the Misra province then. Kill how many ever are necessary to bring it back under our control."


  "Empress, that may be just a bit extreme—"


  "There is nothing too extreme when one's reputation is at stake. Make an example of them. Other revolutions will not follow. Already we have allowed that ridiculous show of freedom go on for far too long."


  "Of course Empress."


  "Excellent. And now my minister of War. What objections do you bring?"


  "My concerns are simple Empress." The minister's voice was cultured and polite. "If we send soldiers from the palace, it may weaken us at the palace for an attack."


  "You think someone would be bold enough to invade my palace?" Mai laughed. "I would personally cut down any man stupid enough to do so." Her threat was not an idle one. Mai had been well trained by her father in the art of sword play, and Chien knew she practiced almost daily. She was certainly strong enough to hold the Throne of Swords, but there would always be that piece she lacked.


  And despite what she preferred to believe, it had nothing at all to do with her gender. Women had held the throne in the past after all. It was her character that was flawed.


  "Of course, my Empress. But who do you intend to lead such a force. Surely not your new general."


  "You do not like General Bao?" Mai was amused.


  "He is young. He does not have the experience of some of your other generals. And with the people beginning to question…" The minister paused as if not sure whether he ought to continue, "My men have heard talk that they say you are not the legitimate holder of the throne. They claim that nephew of yours is the rightful heir." Chien had heard that talk, too. He had helped to spread some of those rumors.


  "They would be wrong. And any who spread such a rumor shall be killed." Mai's amusement had faded quickly to be replaced by cold steel.


  "They would be comforted if they could see that you possessed the Sword of the Heavens." Centuries ago when the Golden Dragon had returned to the heavens he had left two relics behind. The first was the Throne of Swords, given to his children to prove their right to rule over the land. The second had been the Sword of the Heavens to prove his blessings upon whoever held the sword.


  That was why Mai had sent Bao to the Xing province. She believed that the former Empress had hidden the sword with her family. In the thirteen years of her rule, Mai had never understood. She thought of the sword as simply a ceremonial thing, but she was quickly learning that it was so much more. If she were meant to hold it, the sword would reveal itself to her. Otherwise, like now, it would continue to allow itself to be hidden until its true carrier was revealed.


  "Those commoners," Mai spat the word, "They do not have the right to set their eyes upon it! How dare they question my right to this throne? Let the man who believes himself more worthy attempt to unseat me. No, I will not display my brother's sword like some gaudy treasure."


  "Yes but—"


  "You wonder why General Bao was promoted so quickly. He learned at a young age not to question his superiors. Perhaps you should take from his example." Even hearing her speak his name made Chien's stomach roil in rage. She did not have the right to speak it. He stopped himself before the rage could go too far. This was not the best way to deal with his idiotic infatuation with the one man who could easily bring him to ruin.


  "Of course, Empress." The minister sounded appropriately cowed. "There is the matter of the soldiers as well."


  "The soldiers?"


  The minister sighed, "Your son has taken to challenging them of late."


  "That is the sort of things men do, Minister."


  "He has killed quite a few of them as well." Tuan's temper would destroy the Empire's army long before any enemy.


  "Then they obviously lacked the skill to perform their duties. Would you have me reprimand my son for weeding out the weak?"


  "Of course not." Chien wondered how Mai could not hear the frustration in her minister's voice. "There is also the matter of your heir."


  "I have tried to get them to call off that stupid duel." Worry seeped into her voice. Mai may have been a number of things, but nothing mattered more than her sons. She could not protect them from their own stupidity, however. All it had taken to set them against one another had been a few innocent questions and sly insinuations. Child's play.


  "It may not be a bad thing, Empress." The minister's tone was tentative. "I know you were reluctant to set them against one another, but it would do some good to see that the future of the throne has been secured."


  "Not at the expense of my children's lives!"


  "Of course, Empress. But there is no stopping it now. The princes are quite stubborn." Not to mention both of them were convinced that they would defeat the other with ease. Minh was so taken with his brilliance and Tuan with his strength that they were blind to any reasoning their mother attempted.


  "They are." Her tone was fond. "They're very much like their father that way. But you are right, I cannot stop them, only pray that they both return to me when it is done." That prayer would not be answered, not if Chien's plan went as intended. Mai's sons were as bad as she herself was, vicious men who believed that anything they wanted should be theirs. Many a maid had gone missing while in employ at the palace. Chien would feel no guilt at their end.


  He stood carefully, no longer interested in the conversation. He had the information he wanted. His aunt could not keep control and soon, when she could not produce the Sword of Heaven, the people would lose further faith in her. If he were willing to wait, her reign would fall apart on its own. These small revolutions were proof enough of that.


  Chien could not wait that long however. Anticipation made his hands shake. So close. He could not wait any longer. There would be no more of pretending the fool. No more watching his aunt destroy his empire, kill his people. There would at last be an end to this story and his father's throne would finally be his.


  Chien had to crawl free carefully, thankful that he had not dared to wear one of his more elaborate robes, but a training robe instead. He might have cried to see rips in his favorite silk. Once he had managed to pull himself free, he paused for a moment to ensure that no one had heard him. It would not do to find himself caught running from the Empress's room like a guilty servant.


  The dust shook free from his blonde hair after a quick run through with his fingers and he hoped he looked inconspicuous enough to make it back to his rooms without pulling anyone's attention. With one last glance around, Chien slipped from the Empress's war room, down the hallway and down the steps to the light wind and steady sun of the outside. Spring was fading quickly into summer, the flowers of the Phoenix Tail tree just beginning to bloom. Chien paused for a moment to admire them. There was one tree for each of the emperors who had reigned over the empire. Each of these trees was a lasting legacy of the wisdom of the men who had ruled.


  If Chien needed anything right now, it was wisdom. He wandered closer, his hand brushing against the rough bark of the trunk. None of the trees were marked, but Chien found that if he listened closely enough, he could feel them. He stopped first in front of his grandfather's tree. The trunk was sturdy, the branches short. His grandfather's time had been one of stability and little growth. He had died when Chien had been very young, but Chien could remember him still as a very steady and calm man. He had died peacefully in his sleep.


  In comparison, his father's tree was struggling to survive. He had not understood it when he had been younger, but his father had always been sickly. For the longest time, they had believed that his older sister would take her father's place. But then their father had declared his youngest son his heir instead. Chien had always wondered if his grandfather had sensed something inside of her. The space beside his father's tree was empty. Mai had not yet proven herself. She could not plant her own tree yet.


  The heavy hand that settled upon his shoulder startled him and he turned, prepared for any manner of things, his hand going automatically to the place his sword should have been. Minh stood behind him, a curious look on his face, "Cousin? How lucky!" His nose curled, "But why are you so filthy? And why are you in this," he paused, looking around the grove of trees before shivering slightly, "ghastly place."


  Ghastly. His cousin had no appreciation for the sacred grove. The Empire would be lost if one of them ascended to the throne. "I got lost." And there had been the voice. Whatever presence had been here a short time ago had vanished into the wind once more. The false Empress? Someone else who wished to rise against her?


  ****


  Minh frowned at his statement. "Well, it's no matter. I need a moment to speak with you. Outside of here." There seemed to be something about the grove that truly disturbed him. He stepped outside of the edge of the grove and gestured Chien closer.


  With a sigh, Chien stepped outside of the grove as well before answering, "If you might give me a moment to make myself more appropriate then." They both looked down at Chien's drab attire. Dust clung to the sleeves and Chien prayed Minh would not ask.


  "No, no time. Time is wasting cousin." He pulled on Chien's arm until Chien relented with a sweet smile. In his mind though he could not figure what Minh might need him for. For the most part, his cousins preferred to ignore his existence until it was useful to them. Which meant Minh wanted something.


  "How might I help you cousin?" The faster he could get it out of Minh, the faster he could return to his rooms to continue his plotting in peace.


  "In a moment. I wish to speak with you about something." The closer they grew to Minh's rooms the more worried Chien grew. He could defend himself, Minh was hardly a martial genius after all, but this would certainly accelerate his plans if Minh decided to try something and take him out of any chance of succeeding the Empress. "Have you eaten your first meal?"


  Not that Chien had a chance of succeeding the Empress without drastic measures. She had done everything she could to destroy his chances to his throne, including spreading rumors that he was not his father's legitimate child, but the child of a palace guard whom scarcely anyone could remember.


  "I have not." Minh pulled him into his private rooms and gave the servants quick orders. When one, a young woman, gave him a baffled look, he shouted his directions once more. She looked around, frightened, until Chien subtly tilted his head toward the door and she ran gratefully toward it.


  "I swear the servants grow stupider each day."


  In truth, since the Empress had begun stretching her territory, the Empire contained a number of provinces that did not speak the palace's tongue. "I suppose."


  "Sit. Sit." Chien sat at the table, making his movements clumsy and nervous while his mind tried to dissect all possible reasons Minh would need his assistance. "Sit Chien!" Minh ordered when Chien took too long getting settled.


  "I'm sorry cousin."


  "No, no, it's fine. I've likely made you nervous." He seemed proud of himself as he cleared his throat. "You see, I need your help."


  "Why would you need my help, Cousin? You're quite smart." Minh prided his intellect above everything. His mother had ensured that he was raised by only the best of tutors, sending any she found subpar to death. When it became clear that he had surpassed the teachers, she had given him the task of spreading education to all the provinces.


  Minh had quickly found that he was far better suited for lording his knowledge over others than organizing any others into a cohesive plan. Within a year, the plans for a system of education had quickly fallen through in favor of Minh's forming a small class within the palace to teach only those who curried his favor first.


  As always, Minh fell victim to a bit of flattery. "Why yes, of course. But even a smart man knows when to accept help. And you will help me won't you?"


  Chien nodded eagerly.


  "Excellent! I'm sure you have heard of my duel with Tuan."


  "I have." Chien was beginning to form a suspicion of what this was truly about. Could Mai's son really have so little honor left? "Tuan does not think you will come out the victor."


  "Yes well, he is sorely mistaken. But this is where I need your help cousin. I have heard rumors that Tuan is attempting to circumvent the honorable restrictions of our duel."


  "That's terrible! We could go and speak to the Empress together!"


  "Oh no, I cannot do that. I cannot take control of this empire with anything less than the people's complete faith in my abilities. We must beat him at his own game."


  Minh sounded so very proud of himself, and Chien wanted to sigh because he had already figured the point of this exercise. "How might we do that cousin?"


  Minh began to answer him, but the door slid open and their breakfast was served. The food was warm and fragrant, and Chien's stomach reminded him of how long he had been awake without eating. When all the bowls had been set out, Minh dismissed them with a nod of his head and began to eat. His eating was a sign that Chien could begin as well. There would come a day when Chien would not be lower in rank than anybody. Then he would be able to eat his damned food as he pleased.


  "Now, cousin, the best way to deal with my dear brother I think would be with a little extract from this plant I have grown quite familiar with."


  "Poison?" Minh wanted him to poison Tuan so that he could get rid of his brother and blame someone else for the catastrophe at the same time. It was a cold blooded and calculated move. A move worthy of his mother.


  "Not poison. I hardly want to see my brother dead." The way he stated that made it hard for Chien to believe. "It will just paralyze him a bit. He'll fall over, I'll win, and we're all happier."


  "But won't he know?"


  Minh waved the question aside as he picked up another of the bowls, "I love my dear brother, but Tuan is not exactly bright. He would have the empire constantly at war over nothing." And wasn't that the truth. Though Chien pondered if Minh would be much better. Hardly. Men who thought themselves great leaders rarely were in practice. "What this Empire truly needs is someone willing to bring the provinces together. I have plans my dear cousin. Education, industry. Plans that would never see fruition under Tuan's rule."


  "Industry?"


  "Have you not heard? They have begun to see the most interesting applications of science in the territories outside of the empire. Imagine our strength if we could bring those devices to the empire. Our enemies would cower before us." Chien had heard tales of the war machines developed outside of the Empire. Heard tales of the devastation they had wrought. And Minh hoped to bring those vicious machines to the Empire? "It would prove an effective way to secure my dominance over the distant territories and stop these ridiculous revolutions." As if sensing that he had lost Chien somewhere along the way, he added, "And if he were to take rule, I'm sure he would make life very hard for you."


  Chien frowned, "It is true. Tuan does not care for me as you do, Cousin, but I do not wish to make the Empress angry."


  "She will not be angry. She will never know. That is the best part!"


  "She'll never know?"


  "Of course not. I'll never tell her and you won't either. It'll be our secret."


  "I do wish to help you, Cousin." Chien stated reluctantly. "And if it shall be a secret."


  "Excellent." Minh stood and walked to his chest, reaching deep inside of it to retrieve a box. "Just pour this into his drink tonight just after Mother begins her speech and everything shall be taken care of."


  "A few drops?"


  "The whole thing." Chien glanced upward while he spoke and saw the disturbingly cheerful grin that crossed his cousin's face. He recognized the smell of this particular vial. This was not about disabling Tuan in the least. Minh hoped to kill his brother in an exceedingly painful manner.


  "And this will help?" At the very least, Minh would get what he wanted in the end. But he would suffer the very same fate of course.


  "Of course it will."


  "And I will not get into trouble?"


  "Chien, don't ask so many questions." Minh was irritated by his doubt and doing a poor job of hiding it. "It will work out perfectly. Now enjoy your breakfast, I have things to take care of." Minh ate the last of what was left in his bowl and left. Chien did not miss the fact that two guards stepped inside at his absence.


  Chien had to force the last of the food down for form's sake before asking shyly for an escort back to his room. Once he was alone, he looked back into the box. A vial of translucent green liquid sat inside of it. Minh wanted him to poison Tuan.


  His method lacked honor as well, but Tuan and Minh were not his true targets for the throne. They would need to be dealt with of course. They were as wicked as their mother. Wickeder for the mere fact that they had had so much more time to grow into monsters beyond what their mother had become.


  The worst part about his aunt's betrayal was that she had not always been as such. Once upon a time, his aunt had treated Chien and his sister, An like her own. She had been full of laughter and stories. The death of her husband had changed her.


  The same way the death of his family had changed him.


  The banquet that night would see the last part of his plans to fall into place. He could only hope the Dragon would protect him.


  ****


  Chien watched from the verandah as the sun sank into the ground and day slid seamlessly into night. The banquet would come soon; Chien was not at all completely sure he was ready. His mind whirled with worries and doubts, and no matter how much he attempted to tell himself that he should throw them away, the action was far more difficult than the thought.


  His personal guards sat before him, their backs to the wall. Chien had always assumed that the Empress had placed him there in hopes that some lucky assassin would take the bait she had so lovingly placed and do away with him. There had been no assassins, however. General Bao, despite the minister's doubt of him, took his job quite seriously.


  It was how Chien had met him, patrolling along the path that led from Chien's rooms to the main hall, his dark eyes not missing a single thing. Especially not the sight of a prince busy training when all should have been asleep.


  Thinking on it, he could nearly recall the sound of Bao's boots against the stone path. He was being stupid allowing himself to become distracted like that. He should have been meditating in hopes that the Dragon would help him calm his mind and find the answers. Instead he was letting his thoughts once again bring him down the dusty forbidden path.


  After a few seconds though, he realized that the sound of boots upon gravel was not simply in his imagination. His eyes opened and he took in the sight of Bao, that damnable half smirk upon his face, steadily approaching him.


  The man seemed so damned confident in his reception that Chien grew more determined to sit right where he was and allow Bao to come to him. If anything, Bao's smirk widened. Could he hear Chen's heart pounding even now? "Prince Chien," Bao greeted him with a bow once he drew close enough.


  "General. Have you paid visits to my cousins in such a manner as well?"


  Bao laughed and stood, "I would have, but I believe I made a promise to a particularly spoiled prince."


  "You forget your place, General."


  "I much prefer you like this." Chien's eyes widened in confusion. "In front of the Empress and the princes, you play the fool. But here in the rising dark you are filled with haughty pride. It suits you." Bao stood close enough now that he caught Chien's chin in his calloused hand.


  "Is that so, General?" But Chien could not think of any witty response, not when this man's presence seemed enough to cloud his thoughts until he could not remember a whit of his master plan. All he could think of was the tragedy that would inevitably unfold when Bao broke his heart. At that thought, he yanked backward and stood to his feet, "I would prefer to continue this conversation inside."


  "Of course." Bao followed him peaceably inside, shutting the door behind him and securing it before turning back to Chien.


  Chien had taken care to ensure that everything had been hidden. The Everbloody sat safely in his chest, hidden amongst the silks of his robes. The poison that Minh had sent hid in an elaborate thin box beside his bed. Unlike his cousin, his room was simple. He could not decorate it in the manner he preferred: in the bold colors that had characterized his mother's homeland or the black and gold that had characterized his father's reign. So instead he had chosen an austere look. Nothing to distract him, nothing to do in his room except focus.


  Bao looked around for a moment, a frown on his face before his eyes settled onto Chien. He began to take off his sword when Chien interrupted him, "Is that necessary? I had assumed your business would be quick."


  Rather than being put off by Chien's sharp tone, Bao seemed merely amused. He stared Chien in the eye and purposefully unhooked his sword from his belt and sat it to the side. "Perhaps we could sit and talk, Prince."


  "Why bother calling me by my title if you have no intention of respecting my position?" Chien sat beside the table as Bao instructed.


  "Because it suits you in these moods." He set the long box he had been carrying onto the table. "You showed interest in my journey before. I thought you might want to hear of it."


  Chien was curious. He had not been allowed beyond these walls in years. Not that he had not made his way to the village just outside the palace's walls from time to time. But that could only be done so often without raising suspicions. "Did you find what the Empress searched for?"


  "Not at all," Bao frowned, "It appears that whatever source she had heard was incorrect."


  "I wonder what she searches for."


  Bao gave him a look, "Sometimes I wonder just how much of you is the role you play and how much is the real prince."


  "Is that so? Have you found the answer then?"


  "Not quite. But if I never find the answer, it will not be for lack of persistence."


  Chien could not help himself from snorting in laughter, "Do let me know then, General, when you find the solution."


  "Do you know the story of the Sword of Heavens?"


  "It was granted to the first Emperor by the Dragon. It is the history of my family. Of course I would be aware." Chien answered when Bao seemed surprised.


  "When the governor asked you last month you claimed to have not a clue."


  "The governor prefers to pretend that he knows all things. It is easier to amuse him than fight it."


  For the first time since Chien had known him, Bao seemed a bit unsure of himself. "Do you do that with all people then? Humor them in hopes that they will give you a moment's peace?"


  Here was his moment. The moment he could sever this relationship with one easy blow. He did not need Bao's information any more, did he? Not with things so close. But the same part of him that so easily allowed him to do away with his evil aunt and her wicked sons would not allow him to lie to Bao in this moment. "Sometimes. And sometimes I find that the truth slips free beyond my control. It unsettles me."


  There was a long pause while Bao searched his eyes, and Chien could not help but wonder what Bao searched for. At last though, he looked down to the box beneath his fingers. "I brought you a present."


  He handed the box to Chien and Chien accepted it tentatively. "A present? General, you did not have to."


  "Did you behave yourself?"


  "Hardly."


  Bao laughed and Chien found himself smiling as well, "I would hardly expect anything more of you. But since I have already made a purchase of this, you might as well take it."


  Curious now, Chien pulled it close and slowly removed the top of the box. Within the box lay a purple silk robe, soft and luxurious to the touch. A design had been embroidered along the sleeves, the threads catching the lights of the dying sun. Chien ran his fingers along it and he could scarcely feel the embroidery. The sleeves were gold, embroidered with a fine black thread. There were no appropriate words. This was not a gift that Bao could have commissioned in a period of two weeks. Something of this quality would have taken months to make.


  His hand ran once more along the threads and he could feel the tingle along his fingers. There were spells woven within this robe. Ancient spells of protection. When his hands slipped free of the robe he could feel that there was more beneath of it. The black coat with the dark green of the dragon weaved in so subtly that Chien nearly missed it.


  He could not speak. Were there words for something such as this? He owned finer things to be sure, but nothing would ever mean quite as much as the robe in his hands. When he did not say anything for a long while, Bao finally asked, "Do you like it?"


  Like? That was hardly an appropriate word. This was not the gift of a man seeking simply to settle his urges. It was a gift of a man who had seen uncomfortably close behind the mask Chien preferred. When had he slipped this badly? How had Bao seen this much?


  It took a few minutes longer for him to find words. He managed a choked, "Thank you." How long had he wished that he had managed to save one of his mother's robes. These silken robes were not the fashion of the palace. His mother had brought hers with her from Xing and his aunt had burned them all when she had taken the throne.


  "You like them, I'm glad." Bao sounded relieved.


  "They're quite beautiful."


  "Yes well, the Empress will likely not approve of them. But the colors and the style seemed to suit you." Chien made the mistake of looking up into Bao's eyes. This situation had spiraled out of his control. This relationship had gone too far. Too long. The thought of seeing hate in those eyes, filled Chien with fear.


  There had to be a way to end this with everything intact.


  Life is suffering. Chien's fist clenched around the beautiful fabric at the reminder. There would be no happy ending for him, not in this, likely not ever. Because there was no ending in which his aunt died and Bao did not turn on him. No ending where his aunt lived and he could live with himself.


  Better to break this now, protect himself before he fell any further. Yet even as the thought crossed his mind, when Bao leaned toward him, he moved closer until their lips touched. "Thank you." Chien whispered once more against Bao's lips when the kiss broke.


  This would end badly. With either his sword through Bao's heart or Bao's sword through his. Even knowing that, Chien could not stop himself from greedily taking another kiss. Better to enjoy than to regret his control later.


  "I should go. I need to speak with the Empress before the banquet." But Bao did not move immediately, leaning is forehead against Chien's and kissing him once more before pulling back and standing in one easy motion.


  "General." Bao stopped in the act of securing his weapon once more, "Thank you."


  Bao smiled at him, the expression uncommonly soft and sweet, before he turned and opened the door. The maid standing on the other side of the door jumped and stammered in a foreign language. Bao merely nodded at her before continuing on his way. Once he had moved, Chien could see that it was the same maid Minh had scolded earlier. While she stared after Bao, he quickly sealed the box and set it aside. When he had time later, he would set it into his hiding place in hopes that no one would find it.


  By the time she turned around, the robe was safely out of sight. She looked about to say something, but a sound outside the door made her jump and she hurried instead to begin preparing the robe his aunt expected him to wear that night. Chien spared a moment of curiosity for what she might have said, but then his attention was torn once more between Bao and his plan.


  After twenty minutes of bustling around, the woman turned and looked like she might speak once more. Whatever the problem, she seemed to think better of it. Instead, she bowed and left as quietly as she had arrived. Curious once more, Chien dressed quickly before taking advantage of the time alone to move to his hiding spot, the board he had pried loose years ago to hide his secrets beneath. Bao's gift went inside. Chien could not resist stroking his fingers against it once more before reaching further into the hole and pulling free a pouch.


  Everbloody was a highly illegal substance. The base ingredients were found in the base of the mountains in the north, a perilous journey. Any shaman who dared to create the substance risked death, as some of the components were known to release a deadly air if combined incorrectly. The shaman who had sold him the vial had carried burn marks all over his arms, and Chien had seen a hint of the burn across his face. Some called it devils magic. Everbloody rendered the body incapable of stopping the flow of blood. The blood would continue to flow until there was none left. It was messy. It was painful. It was for making a point.


  The sharp knock on the door made Chien jump, and he quickly secured his hiding place and hid the vial within his sleeve before the men entered, their faces impassable. Right now, they saw him as nothing more than an annoyance. His aunt's rather idiotic nephew. He wondered how many of them would turn on him if they knew the truth. How many would support him?


  The banquet hall was nearly full by the time he entered. He made his bows to his aunt and she gave a small laugh, "You are quite late dear nephew."


  "I apologize, Empress."


  "It is no matter. Tonight is a night of relaxation, not one for apologies." Chien took his seat, one tier beneath his cousins as she continued, "Even in such sad times we must find time to relax and enjoy the small things. The revolution is nearly at an end, so my minister informs me."


  Around them, the men attending the banquet muttered amongst themselves. Mai would only invite those she considered loyal to her, and they had long since learned the price of speaking against her, even if they did not believe her.


  "Is your wine not to your taste, cousin?" Chien tore himself from his thoughts to focus on Minh. He wore the same gold as his mother, his superior smirk making Chien impatient to see the end of this all. When Minh would lie on the ground dying with the realization that he was not at all the smartest man. That he had been beaten.


  Chien swallowed his feelings and gave Minh a vague smile, "I must admit, I've been unsettled since you told me of your plans. I worry the general may suspect."


  "I had wondered why he paid you a visit." So Minh had known. Hardly surprising. He studied Chien with a critical eye, "He would not suspect you. He is far too distracted by his interest in you."


  "Interest?" Perhaps Minh was more perceptive than he had given him credit for.


  Minh shook his head. "Nevermind. You should not worry, cousin. No one will discover why Tuan has fallen. They will simply believe he has overworked himself." And even if they did discover the reason, Minh had arranged it so that Chien would be blamed instead. "You did bring what I asked, correct?" Only a simpleton would have been fooled by such a foolish plan.


  "Of course." Chien's fingers brushed against the vial hidden within his sleeve. A reminder that no matter what part he played, he was still in control. There were days he feared he might find that he had lost himself completely. That in all the years leading to this moment, he might have forgotten why he fought. His biggest fear was that one day he might find forgiveness. That he might leave all the wrong his aunt had done unchallenged and learn to live with the loneliness his aunt had inflicted upon him.


  "Then it will be simple. Wait until after the Empress has finished her welcome then offer him a glass for good luck tomorrow."


  "Do you think he would accept such a thing from me?" Of course he would. Everyone believed Chien was dangerous only to himself.


  "You will have to convince him, cousin. I believe in you." Smug pig. Chien turned his attention back to the mass of tables a few steps below them. The Empress had invited the highest ranking of her council and the ministries to celebrate this night.


  As his eyes wandered the crowd, he caught sight of a shadow in the corner to the left of the Empress. No matter how much he tried to sink into the shadow, Bao would never be the type to face away. There was something about his manner that refused to be ignored or passed over.


  The moment their eyes met, Bao's mouth quirked in a knowing grin. Irritated, Chien glared at him before turning his eyes purposefully forward. Yet another area where he feared he was losing control. He was thankfully distracted by the loud whispers of two women sitting at the table closest to him.


  "If the two princes are fighting for the right to inherit, shouldn't Prince Chien take part as well?"


  "Could you imagine him ruling the empire?" The second woman laughed, "The Throne of Swords recognizes strength, not stupidity. The best Prince Chien could ever hope to do is marry advantageously. If he gets a pretty enough wife, everyone will forget how empty his head is." She laughed at her own joke.


  "But he should be fighting," the first woman continued to insist, "If it's to be fair and all. He is of the blood."


  "I hear tale that he is not even his father's son. That his aunt did his mother a favor by taking him in."


  "You think she had an affair?"


  "She's from the eastern province, after all."


  Chien turned then and the women seemed to realize that they had been overheard. The one on the left with her painted face and brightly colored robes was not the one who had spoken poorly of his mother. That belonged to the older one. She had not bothered with makeup which meant she was likely married to one of his aunt's court. He thought he recognized her. She was dressed fully in black, a widow then. In fact, looking at her, Chien was almost sure that her husband had been number eleven on his list.


  She stared at him dismissively before registering that there was something different about him this time. Something not at all like the dunce prince she was accustomed to. Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment and she inclined her head toward him. "The next time you speak ill of my mother will be the last you speak at all." His voice was low enough that his threat didn't carry much further than her and her friend and she gasped.


  Fear lit in her eyes and she squirmed on her seating pillow, clearly wishing she could be as far from him as possible, but held by social dictates.


  The room fell silent as the Empress began her welcome speech. Chien did not need to focus on her words.


  It did not matter what she said now. By this time tomorrow, she would be dead. He would not hide in the night like she had but face her head on. Everything she had, everything she valued, would be destroyed. In that moment before her death she would understand what it felt like to be completely alone. And in that moment, he would know true success.


  He played with the silk of his sleeve as he thought, running his fingers along it. With the Empress dead he would have success at last, but then would come the hardest part. Then he would have to see if the empire would follow his lead. His aunt had taken control of an army; Chien had but his sword and the right of his blood behind him.


  "Cousin!" Minh once again pulled him from his thoughts, and Chien turned to him, his confusion working in his favor. Minh looked around before pointing to his cup.


  Chien had barely turned forward before one of the servants delivered a full glass of wine with a sweet smile. Once she had turned to deliver elsewhere, Chien lifted his hand and uncorked the vial. The shaman had said that a few drops would do, but nearly half of the vial had spilled before he stopped it and slipped the vial back into his sleeve. He didn't have to turn to feel Minh's approving smile.


  There was another stare on him, however, one with enough intensity to make him feel completely exposed. No one met his eyes though when he made a quick sweep of the lower tables. To his right, Tuan was fully and completely occupied by his food. A glance up to the upper platform reserved for the Empress showed that she was deep in discussion.


  He was being paranoid. The one failing of treason was the fear that everyone was looking for you. Chien stood gracefully to his feet and walked to Tuan's table. Tuan barely acknowledged his presence as he knelt to sit beside him. "Cousin."


  Tuan turned to face him at last, cold indifference upon his face. Unlike his brother, he had never seen the purpose in learning to deal with people. His strength had always scared off those who his position had not managed to. "Go back to your seat, Chien." He growled. Chien knew his mother had ordered them to present a polite image in front of others. Chien had his supporters as well and the belief that the son of the former emperor supported the current Empress kept more rebellions at bay.


  "I have brought you a drink. A wish of good luck for your battle tomorrow."


  Tuan looked sullenly at Minh surrounded by courtiers. "I thought you were in league with my brother."


  "Minh is far too smug. His pride will lead him to a swift defeat."


  "Does he still believe he can defeat me?" Tuan scoffed.


  "He has spoken of nothing but," Chien replied. "He believes you are so slow witted that you will not wake in time for your duel."


  "That fool." Tuan slammed his hand into his table and the wood cracked.


  "I do not believe such things, however." It was pathetic to see how Tuan's eyes lit with hope. "I much prefer to side with strength."


  Tuan took the cup from his hand and stared at it for a long moment. "Why is that, cousin?"


  "When the dragon ascended he mandated that the Throne of a Thousand Swords serve as his claw, delivering justice in his name. The man who sits upon that throne must be strong. Minh is a coward."


  "That he is." Tuan gave him a half smile then threw the drink back with a gulp. "I will show you tomorrow cousin. You have chosen well."


  Chien bowed his head in recognition and stood. "I shall leave you to your meal cousin."


  Tuan did not answer, his attention returned to the bowl that had been set in front of him. Chien returned to his seat. When Minh gave him a questioning look, Chien nodded subtly. Now that one had been taken care of, he would have to deal with the other. Only by taking care of the both of them would the first phase of his revenge against his aunt be complete.


  When the courtiers that had surrounded Minh thinned, Chien stood once more, taking one last drink of his own cup before he travelled to his cousin's table and knelt beside it. "Chien!" Minh scolded, 'You should not be here so openly!"


  "I apologize, cousin. It was simply," he paused and shook his head, "No, perhaps you are right. Tuan's words a moment ago confused me, but you must be right." He made to stand, setting his hand down on the table to steady him.


  Minh's hand slammed over his own just as he had predicted. "No, the mistake has been made. Now what did my brother say to you."


  "That it was just as well that I side with him since you have no chance of victory in your duel."


  Minh tried to laugh it away, but the sound came out bitter, "No chance? The fool. He will certainly see his error in the morning won't he?"


  "I think so too, but what if he does—"


  "He will not win this duel!" Minh interrupted sharply. Chien jumped at his sudden volume and the table shook, Minh's glass tipping over.


  "Chien! You fool!" Servants swarmed in to assist them in cleaning up the mess and a new glass was quickly brought. In the ensuing chaos, Chien got his hand over the opening of the glass.


  Someone grabbed him hard by his arm and the vial slipped from his fingers. There was a surge of panic, of fear, before he watched it roll neatly under the table. Only then did he look up at his captor. Bao did not appear amused. "Your Empress, it appears the prince has overindulged. If you would permit me to escort him to his room?"


  Mai seemed both annoyed and grateful, "If you would please, General." Her expression made it clear that Chien would face the brunt of her anger in the morning when she was not surrounded by courtiers. "I do hope you will reflect upon your behavior in the morning nephew. It shames me to see you like this."


  Chien wanted to challenge her right then, but there was a proper time for all things. He nodded and bowed his head in shame, "I apologize for my behavior, Empress."


  Her expression was inscrutable. "Rest well nephew."


  ****


  Bao did not give him the dignity of walking from the hall, but instead half dragged him behind him. Chien allowed it until they stepped out onto the verandah walkway into the sultry night air. Once they were away from prying eyes, Chien pulled away and Bao allowed it.


  "Thank you for your assistance, General, but I can handle myself from here."


  "Perhaps you could explain to me what I may have seen you pour into the prince's drink."


  Chien froze. "Pardon?"


  "When you knocked his cup over, you spilled something into his drink." Bao's eyes narrowed as Chien turned to face him, "I saw it."


  He should have been watching more carefully. Hadn't he felt the general's eyes on him? Hadn't he recognized that intense gaze? He wanted to curse his stupidity, but he did not dare give any more away. Lie. It would just take another lie. He was good at those was he not? His greatest skill since his mother's death. "I would not dare drop something into the prince's drink." His eyes widened in innocence, a move that had fooled not only his dimwitted cousins but his aunt as well at one time or another.


  "Do not play me for fool, Prince Chien." Dangerous. He had let his guard fall, let himself grow too close to Bao, and now his plan would be ruined by his own foolishness. What had he thought to himself only a few hours ago? He was too close to make such mistakes.


  "Play you for fool, General, who would do such a thing?" Chien paused beside the pond and crouched to watch the goldfish play, trying to give himself a chance to pull himself and his story together.


  "Why do you do this, Chien?" Bao sounded exasperated. Good. At least he was not alone in it for once. "Why do you play the easily distracted dunce?"


  "Easily distracted?" Chien watched as the goldfish darted within the pool, lazy splotches of color. "You do not think a pond is suitable for my attentions?"


  "They're goldfish."


  "Maybe." He could not continue to engage in this conversation, not when there was a risk that he would give away more. Bao was surprisingly astute, and Chien could feel his control over this situation slipping from his fingers more and more as he stood, "If you are quite finished—"


  "I'm not."


  In his head, Chien cursed. "I have no interest in answering your accusations."


  "I could bring them before the Empress instead."


  Chien paused then slowly turned to face Bao. It was not worth it to feel betrayed. Not worth it to examine that pain in his chest. "You may feel free to report to the Empress anything you like." He'd known this. Gone into this situation with his eyes wide open. Bao's loyalties would always lie with the Empress first. This was why he'd tried so hard to remind himself not to get too close.


  When you allowed people close, their inevitable betrayal only hurt so much more. And in the palace, betrayal was inevitable.


  Bao was yet one more thing it seemed she'd stolen from him before he'd ever had a chance to truly appreciate it.


  "Chien, if you could simply explain it to me I could—"


  "And do not refer to me so familiarly." Distance. Distance was important. Because there was only one thing that mattered, really.


  He watched his words take effect on Bao, his face became colder, his mouth set in a hard line. Had Chien truly done that to him? The lives he'd taken in the search for vengeance and here was the one battle he regretted winning. "Of course, Prince."


  Chien did not have much to say in answer to that, instead turning to walk toward his rooms on the far side of the palace. Bao fell into quiet step behind him.


  It had not been his fault, he rationalized. Bao had been the one to bring up the Empress's name. To believe that invoking her name would somehow spill all of Chien's secrets.


  "There was a time when you might have told me you loved me." The words sounded unspeakably intimate.


  "Words that lovers whisper in the dark of night," Chien whispered back, "fade like shadows in the day."


  Bao cursed and grabbed hold once more of Chien's arm to pull him around. Chien's mouth opened to make it clear how little he appreciated being yanked around as such but the intensity of Bao's gaze took his words away. Not for the first time, Chien wondered what Bao saw when he looked at him. Was he the dunce prince he pretended to be? Did Bao see him as the capable man he wanted to be? Or was it some terrifying between? Had he somehow managed to delve beneath everything Chien pretended to be and broke through to the truth beneath.


  The truth was that he had never been fooled really, not completely. Not enough for Chien's comfort. It would have been smarter to be done with it now. To kill him and ensure that no one knew of his plan. He was so close, he could surely do that couldn't he? Bao stood so close. It would have been so easy to grab his weapon and be done with him at last


  He was weak, hardly deserving of the throne himself. His father would have done whatever was necessary. His mother would not have allowed anything to stand in her way. And as their child sworn to uphold their honor, he could not do the simple task of stopping this man before he brought years of planning down around Chien's head. Bao had asked to help him. The damn man would prove the beginning of his end.


  "Do not feed me proverbs." Chien far preferred him like this. Eyes flashing and cheeks mottled red with anger. "Do not lie to me." Words that lovers whispered. Chien had meant every one of them each and every time he had spoken it and still it had not done him a bit of good. He'd chosen a man he could not keep. When Bao kissed him, he did not bother to pretend he did not want exactly that. His hands pulled free from Bao's grip to sink into the dark silk of his hair. He could feel Bao's finding their way beneath the layers of his robe.


  Chien pulled back before Bao could find skin. Before his clever tongue and cleverer hands made Chien forget why this could not be allowed. Bao leaned in for another kiss and Chien avoided him. Finally their foreheads rest together. "How can I protect you when you will not tell me the truth?"


  "I have never needed you to protect me, General." Bao was sworn to protect one. The woman Chien was sworn to kill. "Good night, General." And even then he did not move right away. It took for the sound of someone approaching for him to release Bao and walk quickly toward his rooms.


  Somewhere in the part of his mind that wanted nothing more than to see all of this end well, was the part that wanted desperately to believe that the Dragon would accept him as heir to the throne. He hated the darkness, the darkness made it far too easy to see the very space where his plans would fall apart. The soldiers would not sit aside and watch while their Empress died. The governors would refuse to pledge their allegiance to a man who was known as nothing more than the Empress's fool. All of his work would prove meaningless when the deception he had used for so long to survive turned against him.


  It made it easier for him to step through the thin door and release the servants from their duty that night. Gave him time to close the door behind them with a long relieved sigh as he stretched his body and rolled his sore muscles. It was hard work pretending to be someone else. Chien felt the deception sitting upon him each day, almost a physical burden.


  The end. The words circled in his head. If Bao kept his silence—and Chien had extracted no such promise from him—but if he kept his silence tomorrow could be the end. Tomorrow would be the end regardless. Either he would join his family in death, or he would finally take his father's throne. There was no middle ground. No acceptance. No forgiveness. No help.


  In that moment, he would stand completely alone.


  And not for the first time in the last couple of months, he wondered if that was truly what he wished.


  His eyes slipped closed as his mind swirled with more questions than answers. Before he knew it, sleep overtook him.


  He awoke to the blurry sight of someone leaning over him. For a moment, the fear overtook him. This was far too much like that night. Any moment now he would see the gleam of the sword meant to take his life. Then his vision cleared and he could see Bao above him.


  "General?"


  Bao shushed him as he rolled to lay beside him. He wore neither armor nor sword so it was clear that he had not come to drag Chien out to his execution. His dark hair was bound in a loose braid, his eyes searching Chien's face. "Do you not trust me Chien?"


  Chien's mouth opened to chastise him once again for the familiarity of his tone, but he found himself instead answering, "It is ridiculous to think that I should trust every man who warms my bed."


  "You have many men who do so, do you?" Bao's eyes narrowed.


  "That is not what I meant." Chien kicked at him and Bao released him so that he could sit up. Lying down seemed too vulnerable. "You come each night and leave before the light of dawn. There are no feelings involved in this. So why should I trust you?"


  "You truly believe that there are no feelings involved?"


  If he lied enough, he could convince himself it was the truth. "You can only be loyal to one, General."


  "Do not call me that. Not now."


  "One of us must remember our place."


  "I could remind you of your place." Bao's voice was a silky warning and Chien moved purposefully to the edge of the bed. "You use your title as a shield, but not tonight. I wish to know the truth."


  "The truth?"


  "I do not like being kept in the dark."


  Chien could not help but laugh, "Then prepare to live in disappointment, General." Chien scooted a bit further away at the very real threat in Bao's eyes. "You do not always get what you want." If you could, Chien would have his throne and this frustrating man.


  "Perhaps not." Bao conceded, "But I will have an explanation on why my loyalty to the Empress affects what happens between the two of us."


  "How can you stay loyal to her?" Bao was annoyed by his question, "Surely you must see the person she is. She will see this Empire run into the ground. Millions starving while she throws lavish banquets and plots her wars."


  "She is our Empress. No matter how much I may disagree, it would be treason to doubt her."


  "So you will kill innocents in her name?"


  "Chien, where I was raised, we had nothing but the Dragon to sustain us. If we do not have faith, then we have nothing at all. The Dragon placed her upon that throne for a reason. So I shall serve to the best of my ability. And you should do the same." His eyes did not match his words, however. Chien wondered for how long his faith had been tested. How much had he lost in his duty to the Empress? It was stupid to want to protect him. Bao could protect himself after all. But he wanted to pull the wool from Bao's eyes. Wanted to force him to see the truth.


  "You cannot be this blind. How long do you believe the Empress will allow me to live? Tomorrow, she will have secured an heir for her throne. She is not preparing to hand the throne over to me, she is plotting to overtake it entirely."


  "You want the throne?"


  He'd gone this far. Given away this much of his plan. "I want my mother and sister back."


  "Nothing will bring them back."


  "I suppose not. Because we do not always get what we want. Thank you so very kindly for this reminder, General. You may feel free to leave me now."


  "Chien." Bao pulled him back toward the bed when Chien might have stood. "You speak of treason."


  Chien sighed, "I speak of nothing, General, only suggestions and hypotheticals."


  "Why do you play the part of fool?" Because he was a fool. He was allowing Bao to pull him closer until Chien was snug against him. It was warm, too warm in the night heat, but Chien did not complain.


  "If my aunt thought I might show any intelligence, do you think she would allow me to survive?"


  Bao did not respond immediately. His lips brushed over Chien's forehead, light as a butterfly over his eyelids. He was in no hurry. He did not know that in mere hours now there would be no time. "I much prefer this version of you."


  "You have said that before."


  Bao's hand explored beneath his robe to rest against his chest. "What would it take to make you happy Chien?"


  "Does that matter to you so much?"


  "Sometimes I think you enjoy loneliness. That you want nothing more than to end your life as a miserable old man."


  "Then maybe you're the fool. No one enjoys being alone." Hiding in the darkness, jumping at every sound, afraid that that might just bring the ones who would kill him. Hours. He'd hidden for hours, his mother's sword clutched tightly in his hands.


  "Then stop trying to push me away. Let me help you. What would make you happy?"


  His aunt's head on a pike. But that would be treason. So instead he reached up to guide Bao's lips to his own. His kiss was demanding as always. Bao wanted too much, far more than Chien would ever be able to give him. He pulled away just before Chien could fear that there was nothing left. Anymore and this man might know everything. He might know his heart. That could not be allowed.


  Chien shifted his leg until Bao was cradled between his thighs. The rough cotton of the Bao's robe chafed against his skin. "Will you tell the Empress what you saw?"


  "I should. I made an oath to the Empress. It is by my oath that my people are cared for and my parents are fed. Should I violate my oath and forfeit my honor?" His finger played with the soft skin of Chien's inner thigh, but he did not move further up. "Perhaps if you could convince me."


  "General— Bao," Chien corrected when he saw the annoyed slash of Bao's brow, "I poured nothing into his drink."


  "I am not stupid enough to believe that." His hand tightened for a moment on Chien's wrist, a quick hurt before he returned to the soft, short kisses that covered every part of his face but his mouth. "Why do you find it so difficult to tell me the truth?"


  "Because this might be the end, and I do not wish to waste precious time."


  Bao was angry at his statement, he could tell in the way the kisses turned into nips. Tiny sparks of pain along his neck. "Will it be worth the price? Your plan?"


  His vengeance was worth everything. His vengeance was the only thing he had left that was truly his. "I do not wish to speak of this."


  Bao sat up, fingers under his chin to make Chien look into his eyes, "There will come a time when you will not be able to avoid my questions."


  "There will come a time when you will see the answer for yourself."


  The nips moved downward toward his chest. Bao's fingers moving upward to encircle his erection in a loose grip. "Then if I can have nothing else, I will have you cry out my name."


  Chien might have argued, but Bao's hand tightened, and he could not deny that the sound that left his throat was dangerously close to a whimper. "I find I do not have the patience tonight to be gentle with you." Yet contrary to his words, his hand brushed softly against Chien's cheek, "You may keep your secrets tonight, my prince. And I shall not say a word to the Empress."


  "What of your loyalty?"


  Bao did not respond, instead reaching for the bottle of oil kept beside Chien's bed for this very purpose. Anger made his movements rough, but he still took his time preparing Chien. Even angry he would not hurt him, and Chien wondered what sort of idiot it took not to trust this man. He had already committed himself down this path though. Too far to contemplate turning back. So he dug his fingers into Bao's shoulders, urging him to hurry, to do something. He could only hope that he might leave a bruise, some kind mark that, for a short time, Bao had been his.


  There was a desperation to his movements. This might be the last time and he wanted to take it slow at the very same time he wanted to be greedy and take it all as quickly as he could. There were no more of the soft butterfly kisses, only the relentless push of Bao's erection inside of him. Only when he was seated fully inside did he lean down to take Chien's lips in a possessive kiss. The shift in position made Chien arch under him, torn between wanting to get further away from the intense pleasure and allowing himself to drown in it. Bao did not give him a choice however. His right hand tightened on Chien's waist in a way Chien knew would leave marks later.


  It seemed no matter how tightly Chien clung there was no way he would keep Bao with him. It would be so much easier if he could explain it, if he could put into words why the Empress could not be allowed to live. All of this darkness had begun with pointless death and it seemed that would be the only way it would end.


  He would have been content to have it last forever, to stay on that precipice of intense pleasure. But it was not possible. He came not with a shout, but with a choked whimper. He lay there pliantly in the aftermath, trying and failing to catch his breath as Bao finished, his mouth worrying the skin just above Chien's pulse. He made scarcely a sound when he came and not for the first time, Chien sincerely regretted the secrecy their affair required. In the aftermath, he could feel the gentle breeze bringing him cruelly back to reality.


  "I will not tell the Empress." Bao's hoarse voice broke the silence, and though Chien knew he ought to be applauding his victory, he felt nothing but guilt. Bao was not built for this sort of deception. It would weigh heavily upon him. Bao was built for far more courageous deeds than Chien would ever accomplish.


  "What would make you happy, Bao?"


  Bao's mouth opened and closed a few times before he finally found his words. "It is a useless exercise to dream." He started to stand, but Chien yanked him back down until he lay beside him.


  "Give me this."


  "I might have liked to return to my home, to teach them the things I have learned here in the palace and ensure that they never know hunger or desperation again." His hand hovered over Chien for a moment, and Chien could see in his eyes an emotion so intense it humbled him. But he shook his head and pulled his hand away and Chien knew that he was not the only one who desperately needed distance.


  And still, Chien's hand rose tentatively to brush against Bao's cheek, but Bao pulled back at the last minute. He sat over Chien for a moment, Chien's hand still awkwardly hanging in the air. "This path you're on. It only has one ending, you know."


  "Success. It's the only ending I can allow myself to contemplate."


  Bao did not say anything for a long minute. "I hope it is worth it then."


  Chien thought of what the Empress had taken from him, what he had sacrificed so that he might finally pay back what she was owed. Thirteen years of pain could not easily be erased in a single night, but it had to begin somewhere didn't it? "It will be." He answered, though by that time his answer echoed in an empty room.


  And this time, he had no one to blame but himself. It was not his aunt who had chased Bao away. It would all be worth it, he reminded himself. The goal. The end result, it was all that mattered.


  His heart told him differently.


  ****


  His aunt summoned him to appear in court the next morning. It was hardly surprising. Likely she wished to punish him for his actions the night before. His body ached as he dressed himself. He dismissed the servants, wanting a moment to himself. A time to mourn what he had so effectively ruined. A chance to remember the last kiss he'd shared with Bao, that possessive hunger that had seemed as if it might never be satisfied.


  With a frown, he purposefully dismissed the thoughts. There would be time to linger on such things later. A time to regret and mourn. But right now, he had to focus. The Dragon had been right. There was no room for weakness in his plan. His aunt would capitalize upon any weakness and use it to destroy him. What he faced tonight was a truly dangerous foe, not a courtier caught off his guard. Tonight. Tonight. The word circled in his head. Everything was going perfectly and this would all come to an end tonight. Was that possible? The thought gave him pause.


  Whatever his aunt had planned for him, however, it seemed she intended to make him wait. She busied herself seeing to the petitioners who had travelled to the palace to ask the Empress's favor. Many of them were requests that the Empress speak on their behalf to the Dragon. As the Empress was his servant, it was appropriate that she might hold his ear.


  On the tier below the Empress, the two princes sat. Custom dictated that the day of a duel, the men involved should spend their day in the Meditation Hall, meditating to the Dragon. It should hardly have surprised Chien that the princes had chosen to forgo that particular ritual.


  Chien dug his fingers into his palm and forced himself to calm. Minh looked between Tuan and Chien with a confused look. Likely he wondered why his poison seemed not to be working properly. Chien would have to ensure that Minh could not have a chance to get him alone and demand to know what he had done.


  Before long, court had ended and the room began to clear. Confused, Chien began to stand as well. His aunt's voice cut clearly through the quiet. "Not you my, dear nephew. We must speak." Fear raced through him as the ministers exited and in their place, soldiers filled the room, filing along the wall to block his escape.


  His perfect plan had gone astray.


  He would not show her fear. Chien turned, expression calm. "May I ask what this is for, Empress? I am truly sorry about my behavior at the banquet."


  His aunt tilted her head and for a moment, he was struck by the fact that she truly was beautiful. She also wore his mother's favorite ao dai. "Dear nephew, I find I cannot help but wonder if you have the bad fortune to find yourself as some courtier's pawn. You are, after all, hardly capable of such a plan yourself."


  "I'm afraid I do not understand." Somehow she'd found out. But how much did she know? Why was he still alive?


  "Of course you do not." The Empress sighed, "My poor, stupid nephew, used by those who would see me thrown from my throne."


  "You believe I have played part in some plan to betray you?"


  A small smile played upon her lips, "I know you have played part in such a plan. And even if you have been too simple to know the truth, I still intend to see you punished."


  "Killed."


  "Killed? No! You must think me a barbarian. I would not kill my brother's last surviving child." She sat back fully, her fingers playing along the golden dragon head along the arm of the throne. "No, I have already made plans. What would suit you best is to remove yourself from the palace. Away from where others might manipulate you."


  "You believe that I have been the victim of manipulation? To turn against you and see you destroyed?"


  "Not me. My enemies would not dare attack me directly. They attack my sons instead." Chien's mind raced, but he could only think of one person who would have given her such information. Bao had promised. Twice.


  But what were promises worth in the face of betrayal. A hate like he had never known welled up inside of him, threatening to burst. Underneath the hate he could feel the pain in his chest, spreading through the whole of his body in a slow, steady ache. Even the Empress's betrayal had not affected him so.


  "I have heard that you were commissioned to pour poison into the princes' drinks."


  "And where, my Empress, did you hear such a thing?"


  "That does not matter. I had the poison replaced with water either way. But it is true, is it not?"


  "Perhaps."


  The Empress seemed startled by his half answer. "Now is not the time to play coy, nephew. Answer my question so that we may decide your punishment. I wish to know why you would do such a thing when I have cared for you for so long. Seen you fed and clothed. Seen you guarded. Why would you betray me?"


  It was almost a relief when he snorted in laughter at her statement. Thirteen years of being someone else, and he was Prince Chien, at last, if he could only remember who Prince Chien was supposed to be in all this madness. "Cared for me? Clothed me? Surely you must take me for some kind of fool." His aunt seemed taken aback by his laughter. "You think I would ever be grateful to the woman who killed my mother and sister? To the woman who even now sits upon a throne that was never hers?"


  "You speak of treason."


  "You are the one who committed treason. I speak of justice." He had nothing else. No family, no love. But this he could hold fast to. Justice would not betray him. Vengeance would keep him firm. It was his fault, his weakness, for believing he could trust the general. No one could be trusted.


  "You speak of things you cannot possibly understand."


  "Not understand?" Chien laughed once more. "I sat there hidden amongst my mother's things and listened as you taunted her. Listened as you told her exactly who had betrayed her. The only thing I could not bear to listen to was the end. I covered my ears to drown out the sound of my mother dying."


  There was a dawning realization on his aunt's face. She seemed to know now how she had been fooled. How she had underestimated him. "You hid like a coward while your mother lay dying."


  "I hid under my mother's orders." But her words stung. He had hidden, hadn't he? He could have joined her. He could have fought. He could have done anything, but he had hidden instead.


  "So you came to this complicated plot. You poisoned my sons hoping what? That I might feel the same thing you did? That I might be forced to watch them die?" She stood, "Did you set them against each other as well?"


  "Mother! I cannot be so easily manipulated!" Minh cried. "Tuan perhaps, but I could not be manipulated by this—" Words seemed to fail him for a moment. "This fool."


  "You're the fool, Minh," Tuan raged, his hand going to his weapon. "If you continue to insult me so, I will see you dead."


  "Quiet!"


  "Surely you realize by now that your sons are idiots. The Dragon will not bless them. He has not blessed you."


  "What are you talking about?"


  "You've been sending your general to find the sword. Have you found it yet?" The Empress's eyes narrowed. "You are a false Empress."


  "And you are a coward. Soon, you shall be dead." She sat down once more in her throne and he could see her trying to regain her composure. She could not see around her. Could not see the doubt that had begun to form on the faces of her soldiers. "You thought you would poison my sons and then what? Come for me in the night?"


  "No, my aunt. I will come for you in the broad of daylight. I will challenge you for that throne that has never once belonged to you. And I will take your head. I will show you far more honor than you showed when you came in the night for my mother's head."


  She seemed visibly shaken by his words, her hand shaking as it rose. "Pity you shall never get the chance. You will be dead before nightfall."


  "Your queen is afraid. She does not wish for others to know the truth." Chien did not speak to her, but to the soldiers who surrounded the room.


  "Shut up, stupid child!"


  "Empress, does he speak the truth? Are you not truly blessed by the Dragon?" One of the men spoke up at last.


  Mai's head whirled to face him, "You will pay the price for your doubt. Take him to the grounds as well." But none of the soldiers moved to fulfill her orders. He could see the realization settling in, the panic that filled her eyes, "You would follow this child instead of me? He is a drunkard, a wastrel. He is hardly suitable for the throne. What has he done to prove himself? What lives has he taken?"


  "All those responsible for the betrayal thirteen years ago. Your closest servant who spread the word, your handmaiden who carried your messages. The minister who plotted the attack. My mother's handmaiden, who took money to lure the guard away."


  As he named each of her conspirators, he could see the panic rising. The silence weighed heavily and still he spoke, "The three eunuchs who assisted you. The armorer who provided the sword. The shaman who provided the poison you used to make my mother's death as painful as possible. The spineless bastards who killed my little sister."


  That particular death had been as painful as he could make it. He had made sure that the man had enough clues to realize why all those involved in the coup had been dying. Enough to keep him awake at night in fear. And the night before he planned to go to the Empress and blackmail her into giving him protection, Chien had attacked.


  "You," The Empress seemed to be having difficulty finding words. "You will not win this."


  "I challenge you Empress."


  "I refuse!"


  "In front of all these soldiers? In front of your guard you refuse my challenge?" Chien smirked, "Your Empress is weak. She is afraid. And cowardice cannot be abided by the Throne of Swords."


  "Quiet!" Her shriek was deafening, and she took several deep gulps of air before she could at last speak. "I will not fight you because you are not on my level. I do not display my strength by fighting those so obviously beneath me."


  "The words of a coward."


  "And you would know best wouldn't you, dear nephew." She spat the words and took one last deep breath. "I will not fight you, but we shall have a duel this night yet. You will fight the proper heirs for the throne. You will fight my sons."


  "Mother—"


  "Quiet."


  Chien knew why she had decided on such a thing. She could not simply kill him. Moron he might have appeared, but Chien knew he still had supporters. Those willing to raise a coup in his name. If she killed him, she would only serve to give them a cause. If Chien died in combat, however, she would prove that her children were superior. "Spend your last hours wisely nephew."


  She looked around the room, staring each of the guard in the eyes, "And when I have finished with my nephew, know now that each of you will face punishment."


  The soldiers did not respond. "Call in my general. Have him escort my nephew to his rooms."


  It did not take long for General Bao to appear. Seeing him hurt, but Chien swallowed it down. Pride would not allow him to do anything else. The Empress gave orders in a tight, angry voice and Bao gave him a baffled look before escorting him to his rooms. Not a word passed between them as they crossed the bridge. Chien could feel eyes upon him and wondered what they might be thinking.


  When he stepped into his room, Bao followed him inside and closed the door behind him. Before he could do so much as open his mouth to speak a word, Chien rounded on him, his fist connecting solidly with Bao's nose and sending him stumbling back with a startled cry. His hand hurt. Likely his fist would be bruised, but none of that mattered now.


  "You betrayed me." His voice was oddly calm as he stared down at Bao, who hadn't moved, hand prodding tentatively around his nose.


  It seemed to take him a few minutes before he realized what Chien had said. "I what? Betrayed you? There is only one traitor in this room."


  "You gave me your word that you would not speak to the Empress."


  "And I have not." He sounded so sure of that, but there was no other way she could have known. Bao had come to him with his suspicions, threatened to tell her.


  "Then how else might she know?"


  "She knows?" At Chien's nod, Bao stated, "And you believe it was me. The problem with treason is that it relies on so many things, so many people who you may not be able to trust."


  "I'm aware. And I trusted the wrong person. Weren't you satisfied? Did I not hold my end of the bargain?"


  "Your end of the bargain?" Bao asked, his tone dangerous, "Are you implying that last night was about bargains?"


  It was clear that whatever last night had been, it had not been simply a bargain to him. "Were you not the one who told me that you may not tell if I satisfied you?" Chien had not believed him when he'd stated it, but at this moment his only desire was to hurt Bao until he felt as broken as Chien himself felt.


  Bao's mouth opened a few times, his face growing steadily pale. "I see." He stated at last. "You may continue to believe whatever you wish, but I broke my oath that night with you."


  "And you may continue to believe whatever you wish as well. Cling to your delusion that the Empress is doing the right thing."


  "I have never once said that what she has done is right."


  "Then why continue to support her?"


  "Of all people, you should understand best. Have you not been speaking constantly of your honor? While I am here, I can provide for my family. I can send food to my home. After she conquered us, all the Empress demanded in return was my loyalty."


  "You sold yourself."


  "Don't pretend to be self-righteous," Bao raged. "It is easy to sit there and judge, but you have never gone hungry or watched your people starve. You can sit here all you like and talk of how the Empress is starving her people, but you will never understand it the way I do."


  "And you can bring up whatever just causes you would like. Would your people be happy knowing you've killed innocents so that they can eat?"


  Bao seemed to deflate. When he spoke once more, his voice was nothing, but a harsh whisper. "Don't pretend this is about an empire. Don't pretend that you do this for anyone more than your own selfish desires."


  "Regardless of the truth, the fact stands that she would see our Empire bathed in blood. Already she has weakened us to our enemies."


  "And you believe that you can do better? You believe that you are not at all like her? She stole the throne from your family and now you seek to steal it from her. She began her reign in a hail of blood and you would do the same."


  "Look at her sons. Look at what they have done and tell me that it is not justice."


  "I question your path, Prince." Chien winced at the distance Bao's use of his title invoked. "But it is your path to walk."


  "Once I have defeated her, you will be freed from your oath. You can return to your people and help them."


  Bao did not acknowledge his words, instead turning and starting toward the door. "I would have helped you." Bao's words caught him by surprise. "If you had trusted me enough, I would have helped you. We could have run somewhere."


  "Life has taught me that those you trust are often the first to betray you."


  "I did not betray your trust." Bao repeated once more.


  "Even so, it does not matter. It's better it ends this way before I am forced to face you." Chien's hand subconsciously rubbed over his heart, "I suspect you could hurt me far worse than my aunt could ever dream."


  "Because you love me." It was not a question. Bao already seemed fairly confident in his answer.


  And the worst part of it was that he did. Love was not this wondrous thing the poets spoke of, but a miserable and painful thing. "It is a weakness that I shall deal with."


  A short snort of derisive laughter escaped Bao, "It is a pity that you have allowed the Empress to corrupt your beliefs until you are blind to the fact that love is never a weakness. It can only be the greatest of strengths." He stepped close then and kissed Chien. Unlike his kisses before, this one was soft and sweet. This was not goodbye. This was hope.


  Bao pulled away, "I cannot follow you along this path, but I will pray to the Dragon that you survive." He lingered for a moment, his hand on Chien's shoulder, and Chien had the half mad hope that Bao would kiss him once more. But he pulled away instead. "Take care to prepare for your fight. The Empress will not fight fair."


  Chien watched as he left, the guards outside of his room bowed to show their respect. Bao did not look back, his stride confident. He watched until Bao left his sight.


  He had more reason than ever to succeed tonight. This was beyond destiny. With a sigh, he turned back and knelt beside his bed, pulling up the loosened board of wood. Bao had not said whether he returned Chien's feelings, but that was simply something further to look forward to. Once the throne had been set to rights and Mai punished, then he could ask.


  The truth was, he didn't need to. Chien had never truly believed that Bao had betrayed him, but it was hard to forget that his mother had been betrayed by the sister-in-law she had trusted with her life. But Bao had broken his oath for him.


  Chien lifted the box Bao had brought him as a gift, a small smile on his face. There was no way he could look at this gift and not understand Bao's feelings toward him. Not unless he was blind. He set the box to the side and reached for another box within the hiding space. This one was a beautiful box in dark wood, decorated along the edge with the faded writing of a protection charm.


  His mother had given him this box before ordering him to hide. It was important that he keep this safe, never open this box. It had been years before he had understood why his mother had ordered such a thing. Then had come the question of when it would be the right time. When would he know? When would he be ready?


  Because there was one other thing he feared even more than the thought that he might forgive his aunt's betrayal. The sword of his ancestors, the sword of the Dragon. He knew the power contained within this box. The protection charm was not to keep the sword safe, but rather to keep them safe from the sword itself. It had been a long time since an emperor had been forced to draw the Sword of Heaven. Chien lifted the box into his lap, fingers dancing along the edge where the box would open.


  Was he worthy of this sword? What if he tried to grasp it and found that he was as bad as his aunt? For a moment he faltered. Then he tightened his fists, remembering his resolve. Mai would pay. Not only for what she had done to his mother. Not only for what she had done to his sister, but for the suffering she had inflicted day after day over the past thirteen years.


  Opening the box felt a bit anticlimactic. There were no explosions or bright flashes of light. The Dao that lay against the lining was perfectly serviceable if a little ornate. The hilt was golden, but when Chien grasped it, it didn't have the soft give of gold. Instead, it was warm in his hand. Not burning, but in a pleasant way. He'd felt this presence before, in the grove.


  And just that easily, it settled around him, accepting him, welcoming him. The sword was his. The throne was as well if he could claim it.


  No, there would be no 'if's. Standing, he turned back to see Bao's gift sitting behind him. It was highly inappropriate. His aunt would hate the color, hate the insult it would represent to wear the style of Xing in her court. But now was hardly the time to begin caring what she would think.


  And perhaps, for the first time, love did not feel so much a weakness.


  ****


  The guards who escorted him to the Hall of Dragon's Claw did so with the somber manner of escorting a man to his death. And likely they believed that would be the case. They knew only the prince who appeared more child than man.


  Chien's hands tightened around the hilt of his weapon, but he did not allow himself to falter, to look anything less than completely confident in his place and in his victory. This throne was his destiny, a destiny Mai had stolen from him, a destiny he would reclaim. Still, his hands shook slightly because this was the end. Talking was cheap, planning was nice, but in the end it would come down to his strength versus that of his aunt's.


  The Empress sat upon her throne, her posture relaxed and a small smile upon her face. Of course she could be confident. She had no intention of playing fair. The first time she had abandoned her honor had likely been the most difficult. Each time since then would have become easier until the only way she could see victory was through betrayal and dishonorable acts.


  She would bathe the Throne of a Thousand Swords in blood, and that could be allowed no longer.


  "Nephew, I have taken the liberty of securing a weapon for you."


  "That will not be necessary." Chien pulled the dao from his belt, watching the way her eyes widened as recognition dawned upon her face.


  "Where did you get that sword?" A hush fell over the spectators as they too began to recognize the sword in his hand.


  "It was given to me."


  He watched her face grow mottled with rage, "It means nothing."


  "It means everything."


  "I will not be held prisoner by the voices of invisible Old Gods that sit upon their pedestal and dictate what man should do. This Empire is mine. Not theirs. I earned it. I claimed it."


  "You stole it."


  "And you think to take it back? What makes you believe that you can do so? What makes you believe that you have the strength?"


  "I could explain it, but words are meaningless. Years from now, only my actions will be remembered. You laid the parameters for this duel and I have agreed. Now," Chien flicked the sword, taking a moment to admire the balance of the weapon in his hand, "I would prefer to end this."


  "Cocky little brat."


  "I have waited thirteen years for this moment. Thirteen years of groveling, of watching while your disgusting sons lorded over this palace and watching as you ran this Empire into destruction. Thirteen years of watching my people turn to our enemies to save them from your rule. Thirteen years of vengeance burning inside of me. I have had thirteen years, my aunt, to contemplate the different ways I would enjoy seeing you die. And at last it will come to pass."


  "Not yet my, dear nephew." She sat back in her throne, Chien's throne, and flicked her hand, "As the prince has spoken, the rules have been set forth. He has challenged his cousins for their position."


  Tuan and Minh stood, and Chien realized just what she planned. "The both of them. At once."


  "Better to get it over with quickly, do you not agree?"


  To his surprise, it was Bao who stepped forward, "This is hardly fair, Empress."


  "Quiet, General. The future of our Empire is at stake and you expect fair?"


  "You would pit your trained sons against a child who has barely lifted a sword in his life." What was the Bao doing? "How would beating a single child like that show your strength to the Empire?"


  "He has committed treason. I do not think he intends to stop with this attempt. What would you suggest, my General?"


  "Banish him then. Or hold him under tighter guard. Make it clear how little a threat you find him."


  "I wonder, General, why you plead so hard for his life."


  "Because he is nothing to you, Empress, and you should show such through your actions."


  The Empress seemed to honestly consider his words. "Many have considered your compassion to be your weakness, General, but I have always considered it your greatest strength. It is clear that you care for the people of this Empire. You care to ensure that my rule remains strong. Never before have I felt reason to doubt the oath you gave me when I made you general."


  "I have never betrayed that oath, Empress."


  "But you would now. I knew you spent time with my nephew, but I had assumed you were not a part of this plot as well. Treason carries a heavy price, Bao."


  "Never once have I failed in my duty to you."


  "Did you know of my nephew's plans to poison my sons before he did so?"


  "I did not."


  "But you did afterward." She shook her head when he did not respond. "Men are so often led by their baser instincts. There are many who could warm your bed, yet you choose the one that would have my head. I will give you one last chance for loyalty, Bao. Step aside now and you may avoid the sharp end of my sword in punishment."


  "I will not."


  "Then you would break your oath? You would throw away your honor? For him?" The Empress was confused, as if she could not contemplate such a possibility.


  Bao did not respond to her, but Chien could see the play of emotions across his face. The toll it took for Bao to break his oath. The Empress's expression darkened. "There is a heavy price for treason, Bao. You will discover this once I have dealt with your lover." She waved to her sons once more and they pulled their weapons.


  When Bao went to pull his weapon as well, Chien stopped him with a hand on his arm. "What—"


  "This is my fight." His hand tightened for a moment and he felt reluctant to let go. "Thank you. For standing with me."


  "I did not betray you." But he had betrayed the Empress, and for all her wickedness, Chien could see that the betrayal weighed on him.


  "I know." He'd known from the beginning, but rage had allowed him to sink into despair. He could see clearer now. If he had only not been such a fool before, he might have seen it sooner. They might have spent a few remaining hours together. "When this is all over, we will talk."


  "When this is all over, you will be dead and I as well." There was no insult in Bao's voice, only the matter of fact tone of his beliefs.


  "I will not allow that to happen." The sword in his hands pulsed with his conviction.


  "You will not have a choice."


  "Enough talk!" Chien released Bao and turned to face the Empress and her sons, his hand tightening around his weapon. "This challenge will come to an end."


  Somehow, Tuan and Minh had come to a harmony of sorts. Likely a common enemy had united them. But Chien knew something they did not. It would be difficult fighting the two of them simultaneously, but he had to survive. There was so much riding upon this. So many expectations, so many lives. Though he sorely wanted to, he did not turn again to look at Bao.


  It seemed at last, at the end, he was not at all alone.


  Tuan attacked first, he had never learned the fine art of patience. There was no art to his thrust, only brute strength, and Chien dodged it easily. Tuan did not allow himself to become dissuaded by that. He attacked once more, and this time Chien brought his sword up to block. The force of Tuan's blow threatened to cripple his arm.


  From the corner of his eye, he could see Minh sneaking forward to make his attack while Chien was distracted. He allowed himself to stumble back, enough that he was out of Minh's reach as well. From there it became a dance of dodging Tuan's strikes, which became clumsier with each missed blow, and avoiding Minh's attempts to catch him off guard. They truly did complement one another. Should they have ever settled their differences they would have been a truly terrifying duo.


  But Chien had not come this far to fail. This was his destiny. His throne. His empire. And if Minh and Tuan did not intend to bow, then they had no choice but to fall.


  All it took was one. One misstep by Minh in which he thrust his sword too close to his brother's skin, the sharpened sword cutting easily through the fabric. Tuan howled and stumbled back, hand going to his arm while he glared at his brother, "Are you attempting to kill me?"


  "I missed. It was a mistake."


  Chien stood back, dao at the ready rather than attempting to press his advantage. He could see blood spill from between Tuan's fingers as he squabbled with his brother.


  "I barely nicked you!" Minh cried. "You truly are a weakling. So much for the strong and mighty Tuan. I should have known it was nothing more than an act."


  "A weakling? From a man who scarcely knows what to do with a sword? All you can do is sneak behind others and steal their strength." The blood continued to flow, staining Tuan's golden robe. Chien could see that the Empress was beginning to grow angry, but no one had yet noticed. He could be patient. He could wait.


  "At least I do not cry when I receive a small cut on my arm. You're barely bleeding." Minh gestured to his arm then paused. "Why are you still bleeding?"


  Tuan looked down as well, eyes widening as he took in the blood that covered his hand and made its way down his sleeve. He moved his hand away from the wound, and the blood began to fall freely down his sleeve. "What have you done?" He asked his brother in a fading, horrified voice.


  "Nothing, I did nothing." But Minh could not help staring in fascination at the wound.


  "Summon the shaman!" The Empress declared, standing from her throne.


  Before she could make her way down the tiers however, Tuan had staggered backward, raising his weapon with great effort. "You will not take the throne from me. Even in death." He thrust forward, but his arm was too weak to do much more than pierce Minh's skin.


  "Tuan! Stop!" Tuan collapsed, every breath he took sending him into shudders of pain. He was feeling it now. In the moment of death, the pain would be the worst. Every part of him clinging to life while the poison slowly dragged him to the underworld. He had enough strength to shove his mother away when she would have collapsed beside him and taken hold of him. "I am the strongest," he gasped. "The most capable. I will not die here." His movements slowed and his statement faded into nothing.


  Tears sat in the Empress's eyes as she stared at the body of her oldest son. The gasp of pain from behind her made her turn, and she watched as Minh clutched at his chest, the front of his robe soaked in blood. She mouthed the word 'No', but it never made it past her lips. Minh fell and she sat frozen in horror.


  Silence descended within the hall.


  "Do you feel the depression weighing upon you until it seems there is nothing left but despair?" Chien's words seemed a shout in the silence. "The horror that has gripped you now that you are all alone? This is but a taste of what I have suffered these thirteen years." His sword drooped, and he cradled his aching arm. Trying to block Tuan's blows had seriously injured it.


  "What have you done?" His aunt's voice was hoarse with grief, her hands covered in the blood of her sons.


  "My mother screamed as she died. As that poison made its way through her system, she screamed in pain. It seemed only right that I extend your sons the same courtesy you gave my mother."


  "Everbloody." She brushed one last hand over Tuan's cheek before reaching for his weapon. "You will die for what you've done here today. You will never take a hold of this throne. This Empire is mine. These people are mine!"


  "Perhaps. But I will take joy in the fact that if nothing else, I will take you with me. Whether I leave here or not, the Empire will never accept your rule. You are a failed Empress. You are not worthy of the Throne of a Thousand Swords. Only the strong may take the throne and you have proven time after time that you are anything but. This ends today." He tried to move his arm and hissed in pain.


  "If my sons gave me nothing else, they gave me the power to end this." She flicked the sword, a hateful look on her face. "Thirteen years only to join your dear mother in the underworld. I gave her the opportunity, you know. To take her weak brood and return to her wasteland of a home. She refused. Something about her child's destiny. I did feel bad about An. That was," she paused, "an accident."


  An accident. He had seen the broken, bloodied lump they'd left of his sister. Rage blinded him, but before he could step forward and take her head, an arm appeared in front of him, blocking him. "I will ask you once more, Empress. End this." Chien did not want this ended. He wanted her dead.


  "She must die."


  "You are injured. What hope do you think to have against her?"


  The worst part of it was that Bao was right, but Chien could not stand down. His pride would not allow him. His hatred would not allow him. "Why should I step down, General, when I have the advantage?"


  "Hasn't enough blood been spilled tonight?" His gaze flicked to her sons who still lay prone.


  The Empress's gaze followed his. "Not nearly enough. By the time this night is over I shall see this hall bathed in blood. All of you. I will kill all of you who stood aside while this— this traitor slaughtered my children."


  "Your children killed each other. The prince did not lay a hand upon them."


  "Do not call him a prince! He is not a prince! He is the bastard of an iron my brother left to hang about my neck, and I will be damned if I sit aside and watch as he takes my throne. The throne goes to the strongest. The strongest here is me!"


  "The Dragon has granted him his blessing."


  "And look what good that has done. Look at the man your Dragon has sent you! Weak. Useless. Just like his father. Just like his whore of a mother."


  Chien hissed and stepped forward to find himself once again blocked by Bao. "If you insist on this challenge then, I will accept in the prince's stead."


  The Empress paused. "Barely ten minutes and already you have given your oath to another. I planned to kill you one way or another today, General. The order hardly matters to me. Come, if you think you can kill your Empress."


  Bao pulled his sword and Chien grabbed desperately at his shoulder. "You cannot defeat her."


  "No. I cannot." He shrugged free of Chien's grip. "But I will not watch you die while I stand helplessly aside."


  "You think I could do the same? Stand aside while she kills you?" Beneath his hand, he could feel the tension in Bao's body. He practically vibrated with the urge to do something, to fix this. But this was not Bao's problem to fix. The problem was Chien's. "Have some faith in me."


  Chien could see that Bao wanted to ignore him, wanted to disregard his words, but Bao was smart enough to know he had little chance and religious enough to respect the idea that Chien just might have a god's favor.


  In the end, he stepped aside. Chien squeezed his arm then released him. "I will win."


  Bao did not respond verbally, but he looked over to Chien and there was a wealth of response in his eyes.


  His arm ached, but he could not fail, not here. Not now. The sword pulsed once more, and he could feel the warmth spreading through him again, the dragon's blessing making him forget about his aches and focus on the battle before him. The Empress did not wait for him to raise his weapon, she attacked and though his dodge was clumsy, he managed to move quick enough to avoid being caught by her sword.


  "When you die, you will be the last in a line of pathetic rulers loyal to an invisible ideal." They circled each other carefully, each looking for weakness in the other's stance. He attacked and she blocked.


  "Only cowards and fools feel the need to taunt their opponent once the battle has begun." She attacked and he blocked.


  "You will pay for those words." She attacked once more, a series of relentless strikes that he could barely defend himself against. Just when it seemed as if she might let up, she stabbed forward once more, this attack breaking through his defense to catch him on the arm.


  Chien made the mistake of reacting to the sharp sting of pain, and in his distraction, her sword stabbed into his stomach. There was a pause. Then there was the pain, the vicious claw of pain that stole his breath. This far, this long, to fail. His eyes fluttered open to see her staring at him, victory in her eyes.


  "Your father wore that same startled expression in his eyes when he realized I had poisoned him." Chien's jaw clenched hard against the pain, determined not to give her the satisfaction of a single sound. "I have plotted, planned, and killed to acquire this throne. It is mine, no matter what some ancient belief claims."


  "It will never be yours." He fought the urge to loosen his grip on the hilt, shifting his hand subtly while she continued to stand close to him, so sure of her victory.


  "And who will stop me? You? How are we so different? You've murdered my sons, you've killed."


  "Only in vengeance."


  "What makes you so different from me? What makes you better?"


  "I don't let my guard down because I think I've already won." He thrust upward, the sword at an angle. For a moment, just a terrible second, he thought he had missed. That he had lost his opportunity and now she would rise like some mythological monster.


  But she gurgled something unintelligible and stumbled backward. There were arms around him, warm and familiar. He turned his face into Bao's neck, letting him take the sword from him and fell back against him. Bao kept saying his name, and Chien wanted to explain to him just how bothersome that was when he was trying to sleep.


  ****


  Mai was dead at last. His mother and sister would rest peacefully. And maybe, finally, he could dream without the nightmare. The questions, the demands, the confusion, it all faded away into sweet, comforting black.


  Odd how everything seemed brighter, more intense, after touching heaven. The doctor had ordered rest, but what did rest mean in the face of cleaning up the mess Mai had made of the country. There were questions to answer, governors to see to.


  Chien ran court from his bed, keeping both the doctor and courtiers reasonably pleased. He refused to sleep in the Hall of Dragon's Rest, not while Mai's things were still there, not while her presence still lingered. The first matter to tend to had been Mai's body. The moment he had regained consciousness, they had expected him to deal with the matter.


  When his mother had died, Mai had hung her body in the pavilion so that all could see the absolute power she held. Chien had ordered them to give the former Empress and her children a proper burial, however. Let the Dragon sort it out. He wouldn't damn his soul along with hers. After that came the question of the famine, and Chien had learned the cause of it. Mai had mismanaged the agricultural areas, causing the majority of crops to die out. It would take years to undo the mess she had caused.


  At the very least, Chien could begin by sharing what resources the palace had and encouraging those provinces that still flourished to share with their neighbors.


  Ruling was different than the ambition to rule. In his head, everything had come easily because he had known the answer to every question. In reality, he found that too often there were questions he did not know the answers to. Regiments of the army were dispatched to assist in efforts to distribute resources. Bao had been among the first to volunteer, and though Chien had worried that perhaps Bao wanted the distance from him, he had not said a word.


  Early one morning after he had dismissed the courtiers and governors, he received a visitor. For a moment, he didn't recognize her. Her eyes were swollen, mouth trembling as she desperately begged him for forgiveness. It took a few minutes for him to calm her down enough that he could understand what she said.


  "For the part I played in Prince Minh's deception. You were nice to me, and I am the reason that you are hurting." She looked down toward the wound and Chien self-consciously tightened his robe around himself.


  The doctor believed he'd been lucky. Her blade had been clean and sharp. But it ached even now since Chien had refused the drugs that would have rid him of the ache for the price of sending him into sweet oblivion. "I am fine. And it is not your fault; you did not know what would come of it."


  "He promised to leave my sister alone if I listened to him, if I did this one thing." Tears leaked from her eyes, but she stood, head high and back stiff, "I am glad that he is dead."


  "I am as well." He'd known Bao was not behind it. He had known nothing of the poison Minh had given him after all, but the servant's confession made him feel all the more foolish. If only he could rewind to a few weeks before and tell his past self to appreciate the time he'd had a bit more. For one startling moment he'd known what it meant not to be alone.


  He might have considered it the cruelest punishment of all, but he could only imagine what might have happened had he never found what it felt like. Perhaps he might have turned into Mai after all. With a sigh, he resigned himself to staring out at his garden, studying the browned leaves of the trees.


  "That is a very full sigh for such a busy man. Perhaps you need more work to sustain you."


  Chien thought at first that he had conjured Bao as some feverish, depressed fantasy. But there was no way it was possible. Bao was there, taking up the whole of the room with his presence. Chien moved forward, not truly sure what he was attempting to accomplish, but the sharp pain of his stomach reminded him to stay put.


  It didn't matter, because Bao moved closer, taking a seat beside him after a pause. "The doctor says you would be doing better if you took his advice."


  "I am fine."


  "I see." Bao looked amused and it was at once so familiar that Chien wanted to take hold of him and order him to never leave again. "Would you like to know how your Empire fares?"


  It was to be business then. Fair enough. "Of course."


  Bao talked and Chien was happy to let the familiarity of his voice pull him closer and closer to an easy sleep, something that had been eluding him since the night he had awoken to hear that his general had left him. "Have you fallen asleep?"


  Chien's eyes popped open, denial already on his lips as he looked toward the window and noticed that the sun had begun to set. "Perhaps."


  "If you are tired, Emperor, I can return another time." Bao made to stand.


  "Why do you choose now to call me by a title? You never did before."


  "I did. Near the end." Bao's hand drifted closer to his, "I would hate to be accused of being too familiar with our emperor."


  Chien moved that last little distance between their hands, grasping Bao's hand tightly, "Stay."


  "For how long? The sun has nearly set."


  "There is an Empire to be run. A famine to end. Traitors to weed out." His hand tightened on Bao's, "Forever may be long enough."


  THE END
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  MAGICK'S CUCUMBER


  by H.A. Caine


  BOOM!


  Alex jumped up out of bed as an explosion shook the foundation of the house, the sound echoing through the hall. Rushing from the room, he rounded the corner and stopped dead in his tracks as a high-pitched wail broke the silence that followed the blast.


  Making himself move once again, he made his way towards the sound of crying, and found himself in their now-blackened kitchen, soot covering the counters and the stove, dust still floating in the air.


  And in the middle of it, an adorably plump baby boy sat on the floor in nothing more than a diaper, wiping uselessly at the black soot on his face, frustration evident in his every move.


  Utterly confused, Alex went to the unknown baby and lifted him into his arms. Grabbing a washrag from the counter, he used the clean side to wipe at the chubby face as he looked around the kitchen for his lover.


  "Babe? Where you at?" He looked around the room again, slowly this time. "And what the hell did you do to our kitchen?" he yelled, and then cursed when the baby gave another ear-piercing wail.


  Bouncing up and down, trying to quiet the child, Alex glared at it. "Who the


  hells are you, anyway?"


  The baby swatted at his face, giggling. Sighing, Alex moved the baby to his hip and used the rag in his hand to wipe ineffectively at the mess darkening the stove.


  "Babe! Where are you?" He turned on the faucet in the sink, rinsing the rag. Again, the baby swatted him in the face with his small fist, giggling.


  He couldn't help but smile at the sound. No matter how much his fool of a partner enjoyed playing around with magick and doing spells, Alex believed the only thing truly magical in the world was children. Everything about them was so damn perfect. Their laughter at the most ridiculous things, their ability to accept and love any and everything, no matter how different from them, and the endless joy they had for life.


  A damp fist splatted against his cheek. He glanced at the small bundle in his arm, smiling. After a second his smile disappeared and he caught the little fist as it was making a go for a fourth punch.


  Near the corner of the boy's right eye was a tiny scar. A very familiar scar.


  He held the baby at arm length and stared.


  Eyes? Blue.


  Hair? Well, it was hard to tell, but he thought it was black.


  He jerked the baby closer, their noses almost touching as he stared into blue eyes.


  "Jared?" A small pink tongue stuck out in answer and spit blew all over the lower half of his face before the baby– well, the baby that his partner seemed to have turned himself into– laughed uncontrollably, his little face turning red.


  Groaning, Alex plopped the boy on the counter, holding him in place when he started to wiggle towards the sink. "What the heck did you do?"


  Looking at him, Jared popped his thumb in his mouth, his face a blank mask of innocent ignorance. Just as Alex was starting to doubt that the boy was Jared, he grinned up at Alex and tried to crawl towards the still sullied stove.


  Alex debated the smartness of letting what appeared to be an eight-month-old baby next to a recently destroyed stove. Then again, if he had any chance of restoring Jared to his former self, he'd better hope that despite Jared's current appearance, he'd retained some part of his twenty-six year old mind.


  Sighing, he walked alongside of the counter, making sure Jared didn't slip and fall. Once they got to the stove, his partner reached for a blackened pot; and only succeeded in knocking it over and spilling its contents as the lid fell off.


  "Jesus, God Almighty! What in the name of... oh, man, that stinks."


  Apparently Jared agreed with his assessment, if the little button nose scrunching up in disgust was anything to go by. Tentatively, Alex reached out and straightened the pot, returning the lid to its rightful place.


  Glaring at Jared, whose little palms were squishing his pink cheeks together in an attempt to block the smell, Alex tried to wipe up the mess, gagging at the slimy feel of the liquid through the rag. All he succeeded in doing was spreading the mess.


  "Oh, I swear Jared, when you're six feet tall again, you better run as fast as you can, 'cause I am kicking your ass!" he grumbled.


  The baby looked up at him, his hands falling away from his face, before crawling towards him. Fisting his little hands in the material of Alex's shirt, Jared used the handholds to pull himself up, wobbling precariously on his stubby legs. Slipping, he fell back on his butt with a small grunt, and kicked out at Alex.


  Laughing quietly, Alex lifted him up and placed him back on the floor, making sure he was okay, before turning his attention back to the mess at hand.


  ****


  Staring at the stove, Alex tried to think of a suitable way to clean up the slime without actually having to touch it. Disgruntled, he picked up the sullied rag to get to work, when a disgustingly wet noise sounded behind him.


  His eyes widening, he turned back to face Jared. His mouth falling open as Jared continued to make pooping sounds, his own mouth agape in baby shock, before he started to cry loud, ear shattering shrieks.


  "Oh, this cannot be happening," Alex whispered as he moved to where Jared sat on the floor and lifted him back into his arms. Turning him in his arms, he cautiously lifted his pampered butt to his nose and took a small sniff before quickly flipping him back around and holding him out at arm's length.


  "You're shitting me!" The baby stopped crying and stared at him before reaching out his short arms towards Alex and crying alligator tears again.


  Huffing out his breath, Alex made his way to their bedroom, grumbling under his breath. "No, no you're not shitting me, you're shitting yourself. That's just great. I've never changed a diaper in my life and the first one I have to change is my twenty-six-year-old-boyfriend. Just freaking great."


  He deposited Jared on the bed before remembering he needed something to clean him with. Picking him back up, he walked into the bathroom and grabbed a handful of washcloths. Wetting two of them, he took his now sniffling bundle back to the bed and removed his diaper.


  "Where did that even come from?" he questioned, placing the diaper out of arm's reach as Jared made a grab for it.


  Putting one of the dry cloths beneath his tiny butt, he held his breath and wiped him down as quickly as he could, trying his absolute best not to look at what he was doing.


  "You are so going to pay for this, I swear," he mumbled.


  Rringggg. Rringggg. Rringggg.


  Slowly, Alex lifted his head and looked at the phone resting in the holder on the bedside table before looking back at what he was doing. Grabbing Jared by his legs, Alex turned him on the bed, positioning him closer to the bedside table. He walked around the corner of the bed and reached for the shrilling phone, glancing at the display screen: 555-2396.


  "Maybe I didn't wake up. Maybe I'm still dreaming." He couldn't help it, he started laughing hysterically. It was just too much.


  Jared looked at him, his head tilting as he made baby sounds.


  "It's your mother." At that, Jared's 'talking' grew louder and his hands flapped up and down urgently. He didn't have to speak baby talk to know what Jared wanted. It was obvious that he didn't want Alex to tell his mom what had happened. And with good reason, too.


  The last time Jared had screwed a spell this badly, his mother had bespelled a broom to spank him whenever he tried to use magick. It had been fun at first to watch his boyfriend running around the house, hollering while trying to avoid getting hit. It wasn't funny though, when he found himself trying to explain why a broom was following them around in public, or how it could move when neither of them was touching it.


  Eventually, Stella linked the broom to Jared's magick, and the broom would wait at home for them and deal with Jared then. It lasted a month before Alex finally convinced her to let up.


  Suffice it to say, that was the last time Jared gave his little brother a second head for stealing the last piece of Cinnamon Cream Pie at the dinner table. It was also the last time Stella made extra dessert when she invited them over for a meal.


  Calming himself, Alex clicked the talk button and brought it to his ear. "Hi, Stella."


  "Alex, sweetheart! How are you? I'm great, so are the littles. I need to talk to my baby. Is he there? I called the school but they said he took the week off. Whatever for? Anyway, that's not why I'm calling. His Uncle Garreld is coming in from Hawaii for a few weeks. Can he stay with you guys? I knew it wouldn't be a problem. I told Garreld that, but nooo, he insisted that I call first. Well, I'll tell him that you said it's absolutely fine and you would love to have him. Give Jared a kiss for me. What am I saying? Of course you'll give him a kiss, and it won't be for me. Hahaha. Anywhoo, I have to go. I'm cooking chicken soup. Sarah's sick! I'll see you tomorrow for dinner right? Don't forget, it's at six. Love you. Bye!"


  It took a moment for Alex to catch up with the rapid-fire words, and by the time he said "Bye", the dial tone was echoing in his ears.


  Looking down at Jared, he opened his mouth to let him know they would have a guest, and ended up sputtering as an arc of pee flew up and over his shoulder. Moving fast, he made a grab for the only dry rag as Jared giggled happily– as if peeing on Alex was the funniest thing in the world.


  Reining in his temper, he knew it wouldn't do any good to yell at Jared when he was like this. Besides, it was his own fault; for all he knew, Jared was as sensitive as a baby while he was a baby, and he had to admit it was a bit cool in the room.


  "Crap!" Just what the hell was he supposed to put him in? He didn't have baby clothes just lying around.


  Groaning, he held the rag in place as he lifted the otherwise clean baby and moved around the room, trying to find something, anything, that he could put Jared in for the time being.


  With no other options, he grabbed two tank tops from his top dresser drawer and a pair of Speedo's underwear.


  He put Jared down and ignored the look that clearly stated if Jared could talk, he would be calling Alex all kinds of idiot.


  Slipping his legs through the neck of the tank top, Alex pulled Jared's feet through the arm holes and pulled the shirt over his butt before grabbing the rest of the material and pulling it up between his legs to wrap around his left hip, his butt and then tucked it into the backside of the right arm hole. He slipped the underwear on and tied it into a knot on each side to keep it all in place, before slipping the other tank top over Jared's head and picking him up.


  ****


  "For such a small body, you sure do stink." He wrinkled his nose up and Jared smacked him with his little hand.


  Letting out a small chuckle at the disgruntled look on Jared's face, he headed for the kitchen and the pot of mysterious, stank-ass goop. He took a breath, and hoisted Jared higher onto his hip. Turning the baby's face against his chest, Alex lifted the lid on the pot. He leaned forward, holding his breath while he tried to discern just what it was that made it smell so bad.


  Soon, his chest started to ache and he exhaled loudly. Drawing in another deep breath, he tried to keep his mind off of the fact that he could taste the disgusting smell on his tongue. It tasted like when you walked by a garbage dumpster on the street and couldn't help inhaling. Shaking his head, he moved fast, grabbing a big wooden spoon off of one of the hooks above the counter and moving it through the thick liquid.


  In the middle of it all, there was something even thicker.


  Gagging, he searched for, and found, the kitchen tongs they used when barbequing. Grabbing the blackened whatever-the-hell-it-was in the bottom of that disgusting pot of dark, smelly goo, Alex lifted it into the air and flung it across the length of the counter, to land with a squishy PLOP in the sink. Luckily, only a few drops of the thick slime landed on the counter and floor.


  "So damn disgusting," he said, covering the pot with a lid again, not that it helped any. The kitchen reeked like week-old trash.


  Moving to the sink, he stared down at the foul smelling thing that was sliding down the slight incline of the sink, towards the drain. Curious as to what, exactly, it was, Alex turned on the water before he readjusted a miraculously quiet Jared. He wanted to smile at the adorable sight Jared made as he sucked his thumb. Instead, when Jared lifted his face to him, Alex glared childishly.


  "I hope you know that you're cleaning this mess up. I've had enough of foul-smelling things for one day," he grumbled. Of course, at that Jared started wailing loudly, obviously expressing his displeasure at clean-up duty.


  "Hey! I didn't think I would have to wipe your ass for you for at least another sixty years, but we don't always get what we want! More than that, I'm not the one who nearly blew up our kitchen!" Alex argued, before realizing how futile it ultimately was. He'd save his argument for later, and if Jared knew what was best for him, he'd suck it up, put on an apron and grab a sponge to start cleaning.


  Maybe Alex would even take pity on him, and they could role-play it after the real mess was cleaned up. Naughty Cinderellaman and the Prince.


  The thought made him grin and Jared whined louder, obviously thinking Alex was laughing at his predicament. Which he was, just not the way Jared thought.


  Sighing he turned back to the sink and the mostly clean... "Is that what I think it is?" He gaped at what appeared to be– he bent down for a closer look– shriveled up cucumber skin?


  He picked the tongs back up, and used them to hold the now-green thing under the running water. Turning the water off, he held the tongs up and turned to Jared.


  "Tell me it's not–" he started to say, but stopped as he stared at the still-crying baby. He watched in astonishment as Jared's head grew three times its current size, until Alex was staring at his lover's face, and the whining turned into high-pitched talking.


  "–can't do it! You already cleaned up most of it! Why do I have–" Jared stopped talking, his eyes widening. He looked down at himself and Alex adjusted the new weight on his hip. Suddenly, Jared's ass filled his palm and his penis pushed against Alex's waist as he grew into himself.


  Alex stared at the half-baby, half-man that filled his arms.


  Jared looked up at him, eyes revealing that he was a little scared. "What's happening?!" he screeched, and Alex wished he had his hands free to cover his ears.


  A loud pop sounded and Jared wrapped his long legs around his lover's waist. Soon his arms followed around Alex's neck and a long torso pushed into his side.


  Alex looked down at eyes that were squeezed tightly shut, and then down at a body that was very familiar. A body that he knew better than his own. Then he looked back at Jared's face and frowned. Releasing Jared's ass, he ducked his head quickly, and watched as Jared fell to the floor with a satisfying smack that made Alex grin.


  "Ow! What the heck was that for?" Jared's grinned up at Alex. "Hey! My voice is back."


  Alex nodded, enjoying the lyrical quality to Jared's voice. In the end, it helped to soothe his frazzled nerves. He wouldn't tell Jared, but Alex hadn't been all that certain that he would change back. Hell, he didn't even know why Jared had changed back.


  Whatever had happened, he was simply grateful.


  Of course, now he had a lover to deal with. Alex looked down at Jared. A soon-to-be-punished lover.


  He couldn't have stopped the smirk that jumped to his face even if he had wanted to.


  ****


  Hours later, with a clean kitchen and a properly punished boyfriend, Alex couldn't help the satisfied smirk currently gracing his face. Grinning, he turned and pulled the panting mass of sweaty man into his arms, resting Jared's head on his chest. For a while, they just laid there, the only sound in the room the rhythmic pattern of their breath.


  After a few more minutes of quiet, Alex couldn't help his curiosity any longer. Rolling Jared back on the bed, he leaned over him, smiling at the disgruntled look aimed at him.


  "I was comfortable, you know," Jared mumbled.


  Rubbing soothing circles on Jared's firm chest, Alex waited until the man was relaxed, his eyes drifting closed. "I was wondering..." he started.


  Jared's eyes snapped back open, staring at him suspiciously. "What?"


  Sliding his hand down, Alex played with the small indent on his lover's stomach, causing said male's body to shiver slightly. "Just what were you trying to do earlier?" he asked after a moment.


  When Jared didn't answer, Alex lifted his head, confusion washing over him when he spotted the scarlet blush slowly spreading from Jared's cheeks down his neck and onto his chest.


  "Baby?" he questioned. "What were you trying to do?"


  "Umm..." Averting his eyes, Jared mumbled his answer too low for Alex to actually hear.


  "What was that?" He grinned.


  "I umm...saw this thing, you see. On the internet. It was, uh, a–"


  "Just spit it out already, Jared."


  "A penis enlargement spell!" he squeaked out.


  ****


  Outside, people passing by the sun-warmed house stopped and stared as the roars of laughter drifted out to the street.


  THE END
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  A MAGNETIC COUPLE DILEMMA


  by Naaju Rorrete


  CHAPTER 1


  Esteban pulled the letter from his frock pocket for the countless time and skimmed over it until finding those paragraphs that, no matter how many occasions he read it, were hard to disregard and have affected his life forever.


  It was as if Mauricio whispered the words into his ear. "Esteban, if you are reading this, I'm already dead. It was my final wish that you receive this letter as soon as I passed away. In truth, I hoped to live many years, but this illness is treacherous and there is a trap every step of the way."


  Shaking his head, Esteban grimaced. God! Mauricio was dead.


  He had been dead for nearly a year, but Esteban couldn't accept his loss. It was so hard to imagine his wayward friend gone. This last letter came as a total surprise, because Esteban had visited him while Mauricio was still alive, and thought everything had been said between them. Their peace settled, no regrets, apparently. Even though Esteban had many, he acted as if there were none for his beloved friend's benefit. Now, there was not even a tomb to pay his respects, because Mauricio arranged to be cremated and his ashes scattered at sea.


  Only his letters, especially this one, were his comfort and his torment.


  Avoiding the sentimentality that overcame him every time he'd read the letter, he reread his favorite part. "Don't feel sorry for me, I'm leaving at peace without any regrets, because I've lived a fulfilled life during these years. I experienced the greatest pleasures, happiness, and adventures. If I could turn back time, I would once again choose to live only twenty-two more years after leaving the seminary, rather than sixty as a priest. Yes, I'd rather die today knowing there was nothing I didn't experience once, than living until my nineties keeping those stupid vows."


  Pausing, Esteban inhaled deeply before he kept reading, and then he skipped to the last part, which had worried him since the first time he'd read it. "My only concern is not having taken better care of Javier. I gave him this virus unaware of doing so, and even though he is still healthy, that could change overnight if he doesn't take care of himself.


  Please, Esteban, look after him. He could lose his mind after my death, even try something terrible, because he doesn't know how to live without me. I taught him everything he knows. He'd left his overprotective family to move in with me, so he doesn't have any idea of how to live by himself. I already asked my brother to help you in being sure Javier is okay, but Diego has too many people under his responsibility. I know you are also busy, but this might be a case of life and death, and Javier is too young to die."


  A shy knock on the door jolted Esteban, he'd barely had time to hide the letter before Sister Lupe entered the room.


  "Father, I know you said not to bother you, but your brother, the one that looks like a gangster, is outside."


  Before Esteban could reply, said brother announced himself behind her. "I heard that."


  She jumped, and got closer to Esteban, who remained seated at his desk.


  The six-feet-plus of Raul Hidalgo invaded his office, dressed in an expensive but tacky leather suit, even a humble girl like Lupe could see as such. She associated him with the kind of dark men she'd known in her native Mexico, maybe because Raul had the same arrogant expression and impertinent eyes.


  Esteban told her, "It's okay, Sister Lupe, I asked him to come over."


  Raul looked down at her. "I don't deal drugs, but if you switch careers, I could have a dancing pole ready for you."


  When she scowled and lifted her head as if he couldn't scare her, he added, lowering his voice, "I'd personally train you."


  After that, she managed to hasten out of the room.


  "Raul, please!"


  "What? She called me gangster and you said nothing."


  "If you stop dressing like that maybe she wouldn't call you names."


  "She would look great on a dancing pole, you know."


  "She's a nun, Raul, stop being nasty."


  "What have you done this time, Esteban?"


  Raul dropped the newspaper over the desk while citing, "Archdiocese expels stellar attorney Father Hidalgo."


  He paused, and when Esteban didn't say anything asked, "What happened, man?"


  Esteban frowned, and picking up the paper, read some of the printed words.


  "It's only baloney. I've not been defrocked, and they know nothing about it."


  Afterward, he tossed the paper inside the wastebasket, where he was putting the stuff he had cleared from his desk.


  "Well, I'm asking you, because you sure know, right?"


  Esteban met the gaze so similar to his own, an unusual dark green that most members of the Hidalgo family had.


  "I withdrew as counselor and asked for a few days leave of absence, but in the last few hours, I decided that I'm leaving the priesthood. So, my voluntary request to be laicized has been sent."


  Raul looked at him speechless for a few seconds, and Esteban went back to finish cleaning his desk while waiting for his brother to process the news. Raul combed his short hair with both hands, still looking at his brother in awe.


  "Oh, man. I didn't hear that. Well, at least, I'm not the one telling the family."


  The tradition in the Hidalgo family was that the firstborn male joined the Catholic Church, while the second son ran the diverse family businesses, which had never been all legal. Knowing he would feel miserable representing certain aspects of those businesses, Esteban begged Raul to switch with him since his brother enjoyed the power and the thrill, of running the thin line between crime and legality.


  Raul and he were so different, but his twin brother had always been protective of him, even when he'd disapproved of his choices.


  "There is no need, Raul, I will tell them when I'm ready. I'm telling you now, so you don't waste your time trying to change my mind."


  "Why, Esteban? If you didn't want to represent the church in this case, you could have asked Uncle Rob to bail you out."


  Uncle Rob was also known as Cardinal Jose Roberto Hidalgo, their father's older brother, who already had an office at the Vatican, and who Esteban had always respected, but whose influence he didn't want at the moment.


  "It's not only this case, and it's not the church, it's me. Speaking of our Eminence, you have to convince Dad not to call him until there is nothing he can do about it."


  "Phew! He's Uncle Rob for me, I don't care if he wears a black and red dress. I remember he's cool."


  "Then your job is easier— keep him out of my business."


  "Easier said than done, by now Dad called him for sure, next thing you will be sent to one of those Jesuit seminars, and will come back more papist than the Pope. It happened every time you tried to quit."


  Esteban considered for a second telling Raul about the way Mauricio's death affected him, but it would have meant telling his brother about Mauricio's sexuality, something he had hid from Raul until his death. Instead, Esteban told him.


  "Not this time."


  "The archbishop called Dad, and they had a long talk in Spanish; you know what that means right?"


  "It's simply politics; besides, if you knew what happened why are you asking me?"


  "Not really, all I heard is you beat the hell out of the defendant you were supposed to represent."


  "I didn't hit him."


  "Dad said that the only reason the man didn't file charges is because he didn't want more press. Come on, tell me what got into you?"


  "From the start, I pleaded to our Excellency not to include me in the defense team, but he insisted that I do, at least, the depositions."


  "And?"


  "While recording some of the testimonies, I have no doubt the plaintiff is telling the truth. The priest we've been ordered to represent is guilty, and I can't defend that man. Besides, I'm sure the jury will perceive the same I did."


  Raul stirred both arms in the air.


  "Jesus, Esteban, you might be a lawyer and a Jesuit priest, but you are also the most naive person I've met in my whole life. Even Lupe would guess it."


  "Leave Sister Lupe alone. Guess what?"


  "There has been a fucking conspiracy going on for centuries, so there was a cover up. You are part of a team that must defend the church's money. That's the bottom line, idiot. Money!"


  "I know that. It was the reason I would have rather not been part of the team."


  "The archbishop gave Dad the choice to talk to you first, before they exile you somewhere out of the spotlight. I didn't tell Dad that you want me to pick you up. So what should I say to him now?"


  Esteban thought for a few seconds, and shrugged.


  "There are two cardinals, four bishops and a myriad of priests and nuns in our genealogical tree. Tell Dad, and the whole family, that I won't be their pope."


  "Esteban, all you have to do is to apologize."


  "I'm not doing it either."


  "What's wrong with you man? Wait a second did anybody mess with you too?"


  "No, Raul. Sometimes I feel survival guilt, nobody would dare to mess with a Hidalgo, you know that, but I met a couple of kids back in the seminary that were abused. The plaintiff reminded me of them, and later during a meeting with the defendant, this despicable person compares himself to me, so I lost it."


  "Damn it! He is really sick, eh?"


  "How could he dare to compare himself to me? Next thing I knew is I cleaned the table with him. I didn't hit him, but I pulled him over to my side along with the glasses of water, paper and everything else."


  "Fuck, Esteban. I wish I had been there."


  "No, you wouldn't. If the other counselors wouldn't have stopped me, I'd have beaten him. Do you see now, why I don't want our Eminence getting involved in this? I'm responsible for my own actions."


  During his friend's convalescence, Esteban had long conversations with Mauricio, and recognized what was really missing from his life, and the longing increased. He'd still controlled it; if there was something he had in spades, it was strong will, but when that bastard tried to compare himself to him, he lost his patience.


  "Raul, I know discipline, and how hard it is to resist temptation, so being compared to someone who knows nothing of these things, and didn't have any qualms in abusing a minor, made my blood boil."


  "Oh, man, now I understand your rage. So, are you finally leaving the church, marrying some nice girl and having kids?"


  "Never."


  "Never to which part?"


  "I'm not getting married to anybody or having children. You have enough progeny. Why do you keep insisting on that?"


  "Because, I'm afraid that you will leave the church and go all gay and everybody will believe I'm the same."


  "Oh, selfish as usual, aren't we? Don't worry, as long as Dad is alive, I will never come out. Besides, I'm a man of God. I probably will transition into the Episcopal Church."


  "Those clergy can get married."


  "What an obsession with marriage you have, Raul. For someone who recently got divorced that's pretty weird."


  "I'm tired of seeing you lonely with only women like Lupe around you."


  "Raul. Which part of gay didn't you get?"


  Esteban didn't wait for an answer that would never come. Raul seemed speechless for a few long seconds. Esteban knew that his brother didn't like it when he referred to his unwanted homosexuality, because wanted or not, it was part of him; a part that shamed Esteban as much as it shamed the members of his family who knew about it.


  "Esteban, are you ready?"


  "Yeah, I only need to make a quick phone call and we can leave."


  "Okay. Do you want me to take anything to the car while you change?"


  "Yes, please take those boxes, I'll be right out."


  CHAPTER 2


  Blind to the beauty of the early spring sky, and tired of pacing the same spot in the little garden, Javier dropped under a leafless tree. His mind was lost in the recent past as usual, unaware that the bottom of the tree had become his favorite spot in the last three weeks. The only place he could find any solitude during the day in the big crowded house in which he lived.


  The warm breeze caressed his face, pulling back his hair. He wished that he could throw Mauricio's memories to the wind and forget that he had been his entire world. From the start it sounded too good to be true, and Javier suspected that passionate love would eventually become an addiction that might kill him. Maybe not so fast, but yes, he might eventually die of having loved Mauricio.


  It had been love at first sight, in spite of Mauricio being older than him. Javier had fallen under the spell of the most experienced man he'd ever met. That charming smile and gentle disposition were irresistible when matched with a lean muscular body and a handsome face.


  He had to think that now, it was only himself— simply Javier. He had to start again, stop thinking about the past, and Mauricio.


  He'd given so much love, and at the end, even his hard earned money; but today, adding all together, his countless tears were all he could budget for. Although being fair, Javier had been happy beyond his wildest fantasies.


  Sometimes when Javier was silent, he listened to Mauricio's voice, perceived his scent lingering in the air, or his hands embracing his waist. Of course, it was only his imagination, but sometimes it felt so real, it hurt.


  He wished nobody thought of him, because no amount of kind words would change anything. So much died together with Mauricio, that Javier felt there was nothing else to experience, but simply remember he had been a volcano erupting in passion within Mauricio's arms.


  While making love, Mauricio had taught him hundreds of caresses, but today sex was the last thing on Javier's mind. Having HIV, he feared rejection from any possible partner.


  Conscious of his only twenty-five years, in spite of the legacy of being HIV positive, he should be looking forward to the future. However, starting again seemed impossible, because without Mauricio's love he'd collapsed, and the only thing that kept him going on was to fulfill Mauricio's last wish.


  Javier had to personally return twenty years of letters to Mauricio's pen pal and best friend, Esteban Hidalgo. He knew little about Esteban. When he'd met Mauricio, he noticed that he received letters and books from this person.


  Javier had asked, "Why don't you guys e-mail one another? Letters are so yesterday."


  Mauricio had looked at him as if Javier had insulted his only religious ritual, and indignantly explained, "It's not the same. This, he held it in his hand, and this, I wrote with my own hand. It's a real way to keep in touch regardless of the distance."


  It had been then, when Javier noticed for the first time, the generational gap that Mauricio's bed skills had managed to erase before. His husband died at thirty-nine, so Esteban should be around the same age.


  These guys witnessed the development of the personal computer, but they still wrote letters like it was the Victorian age or something.


  Before passing away, Mauricio had two obsessions, Javier's forgiveness and returning Esteban's letters to him. Mauricio had said how sorry he was for transmitting the virus to him so many times that Javier felt bad, and the letters. Mauricio had put them in an expensive leather portfolio, all of them, carefully packed, and had handed the portfolio to Javier as if instead of letters, it were full of gold coins. Certainly, it weighed almost as much.


  Javier moved out of the condo he shared with Mauricio for the last three years. In the end, it had been too hard to pay the mortgage Mauricio refinanced to cover the cost of the lavish lifestyle they'd enjoyed in the last two years.


  Many times Javier thought of reminding Mauricio that he would probably outlive him, but it would have been cruel to say such a thing. Those last months had been hard for Mauricio, so Javier would have done anything to please him. And ignoring the future seemed to be one of those things.


  Javier had been born into a family of classical musicians, and he'd completed his Masters of Music degree at the Juilliard School shortly after he married Mauricio. His mother was a gifted pianist and his father a talented violinist. After they married and had children, seeing the talent the kids inherited, they formed a string quartet with their four kids, and made a living entertaining at social events of all kinds.


  It had been during one of those performances that Javier met Mauricio. Javier usually ignored the people who'd attended the parties they entertained, because his father was strict about it. When Mauricio had approached Javier while his dad had been distracted with the host, and had introduced himself using his seductive mild manners telling Javier that he wanted to know him better, that he'd had been observing him for months at different events, and his dream was to have a private performance, Javier had fallen in love at the first hello.


  At twenty-two and having been raised in a conservative way, Javier had been easily seduced by the experienced man, and in spite of his father's opposition, ended up living with Mauricio only a week after they started dating. The rest was now history.


  After Mauricio died, Javier had come back to his family's home. He was devastated, but because his family wouldn't understand, he'd tried to hide his pain. Of course, it was still there.


  Regardless of how much his family needed him to perform in their quartet, they didn't comprehend when he explained to them what being HIV positive really meant.


  "So you don't have AIDS after all?"


  "I do."


  He'd answered his older sister, who sat together with the rest of the family in their living room. She had shaken her head, confused, "But you said that you don't have any symptoms yet and that you might live indefinitely."


  Well, that was her; she'd never been polite or considerate.


  Javier had made an effort to explain again. "Being HIV positive means I carry the virus in my blood, but I haven't developed the syndrome, yet. It could be years before I do, and with the new meds, I could live many years of a healthy life."


  "If that's so, why is Mauricio dead?"


  The one who asked the question had been his younger brother, who probably guessed by Javier's expression how unwelcome the words were, but with a sigh, Javier answered.


  "He found out too late that he was infected, but even then, he got better with the medications, and his cell count was so low that he stopped taking his medications because of the horrible side effects some produced. I didn't know he wasn't taking his meds, I thought he'd adjusted to the side effects. By the time I discovered it, it was too late, and his body didn't respond to the treatments anymore. Everyone reacts differently to the virus. I hope to be one of those who do well."


  He paused and looked at them. They were speechless at first, then, with clenched fists at his side, Javier's father had blurted, "That man was an irresponsible moron, and if he wasn't dead I would kill him!"


  After that, he'd stormed out of the room, and everyone else followed suit.


  Javier stayed there wondering if coming back home had been the right choice. He went to his room, and viewed the briefcase with Esteban's letters. He had to deliver them, and afterward, maybe he could really put those three years behind him and start over again. When that thought crossed his mind, the realization that in order for that to happen he would need to leave his family's home again, hit him almost in a physically painful way.


  His mother kept cleaning with a bleach solution after him; the whole house reeked of it. She kept a big plastic container with water and bleach in the kitchen sink for Javier to put in it any tableware he used, before it could be placed in the dishwasher. All of that was kind of humiliating, because no matter how many times he'd explain the ways the virus passed from one person to another, they didn't get it. He'd noticed how they avoided touching him, how their relatives stop visiting, and if any of them ever showed up, they didn't bring in their kids.


  Then he'd cut himself while peeling an orange. The cut wasn't that deep, but it bled as if it were. It had occurred while they all were watching a TV show, which for a few minutes reminded Javier of when he was a child, giving him a false sense of security.


  It took merely seconds for his brothers and sister, followed by his parents to walk away from him to a corner of the room, where it seemed safe to stand.


  Javier stayed sat, putting pressure over the cut in order to make the bleeding stop. He'd felt ashamed, but mostly, hurt by the fact that his family reacted as if his blood were radioactive, or he was some sort of monster. Well, his blood carried a virus that could eventually kill, and he'd read somewhere that legally if he spread his blood to anybody this could be considered a weapon, so maybe his kin's reaction wasn't that wrong.


  In the end, his mother handed him a first aid kit, somehow he'd managed to mutter that he couldn't do anything holding his finger with his hand. He suggested that she use gloves and help, she was about to do so, when his father stopped her, saying that Javier simply needed a Band-Aid. She extracted one from the box and set it on Javier's lap, moving back to her position next to her husband. Javier put the Band-Aid over the cut, and walked to the kitchen where he dropped the orange in the trash, after putting the knife in the container of water with bleach.


  Now, he spent more of his time in the backyard under that tree, feeling like the dog the family never had. He wished there was some place he could go, but his mind was somewhat blank now.


  The sound of his cellular phone surprised him, because it rarely sounded at all, very few people wanted talk with him. The fact that it was Esteban Hidalgo's voice surprised him even more. Because he only called him at night, and it was only noon, he answered his greeting still in shock.


  "Javier, I'm leaving New York for the time being, and thought of coming to your place to pick up the letters."


  When Javier didn't say anything for a few seconds, Esteban quickly added, "I hope this is not a bad time for you."


  "No, on the contrary, I'm glad you called."


  "Are you sure? I don't want to impose myself."


  "Yep, when are you coming?"


  "In about twenty minutes, if that is okay with you?"


  "Sure. I was thinking of calling you to find out when was the best time for us to meet, so I could give you the letters."


  "It doesn't have to be today, Javier. I can come back when you're ready, and we can meet then."


  "Today is fine! It's perfect, trust me!"


  "Great, this is good timing for both of us. My usually busy schedule has been unexpectedly cleared, so we will be able to spend some time together. I'm looking forward to meeting you."


  "Oh, I'm so sorry if you got laid off."


  "I fired myself, or something to that effect. I'll explain to you better when we meet."


  "Okay. Esteban, you have no idea of how much I wanted to talk with you again."


  After a few seconds of silence Esteban asked, "Are you okay, Javier? Is your family giving you a hard time again?"


  That was the understatement of the century, but Javier didn't want to admit it.


  "We are not getting along as I thought we would; they've changed." he paused, "scratch that, they are the same, I have changed."


  "I understand. Javier, the offer I extended the first time we spoke still stands. If you want, you can come with me, and you can stay with us as long as you feel like. Diego will be pleased to share time with another musician."


  Javier's brother-in-law, Diego Alvarez, had always been nice to him, but suddenly he wanted to know if Diego was the "we" part of us. Because Esteban always talked in plural, like there would be a whole town waiting for him, or was it only Diego?


  When Javier didn't say anything, Esteban added, "Listen, you don't have to make your mind up right away. Come and visit us, and decide if we are a better option than your family."


  Javier thanked him again, and they agreed that he would be picking him up to go to Hoboken after lunch, and Javier probably would stay for dinner, or overnight, depending on how Javier felt.


  The minute Javier ended the call he knew what to do, and what he wanted, which was to be part of the life of Esteban Hidalgo, even if only as a close friend.


  For the first time ever, someone offered him a few choices that depended only on what Javier wanted to do. He liked that, because in the past it had been his father's will, and later Mauricio's that only mattered.


  Today, he felt like following his own will.


  In that instant, he realized that listening to Esteban became his only pleasure, maybe his musician's ear had been touched by the other man's rich baritone voice. Esteban definitely missed Ghetto 101, his manners over the phone were impeccable, and his diction, perfect.


  During the times they spoke, Javier tried to guess more about this mysterious person that had been his husband's best friend, and who somehow had become the only brightness in his current state of mind.


  Did he really grow up in the same neck of the woods as Mauricio? If not, how did they meet? He'd asked Mauricio a couple of times and all Javier got was that they had attended school together. Maybe it had been college. Not many hints about Esteban's profession there, because Mauricio had dropped out and hated to recall that time.


  Javier had met Esteban, piece by piece, like the puzzle the man actually was. First his voice, next his cologne and his beautiful handwriting. It had been hard to resist reading those letters, but something told him he'd better respect the privacy of Esteban and Mauricio. Javier had to work on Saturday nights, during the only time that Esteban could visit Mauricio, so by the time Javier got home, all that was left behind was that delicious smell, and his happy husband. Because nothing made Mauricio happier than spending time with his old friend; although, there were occasions when he had been sad, and melancholy after one of Esteban's visits too.


  The more Javier thought about Esteban, the more intrigued Javier felt. Even so, he'd hesitated to call him again. Every time they spoke, Esteban had said to call him if Javier needed anything, but being the educated person he was, it was probably a formality.


  It had taken only ten minutes to be ready, during which Javier got together essential clothes, his meds, his favorite musical instruments, which were the ones Mauricio bought for him, and the briefcase with Esteban's letters. His father wasn't home, so he told his mother he was going to Jersey to visit his brother-in-law. She seemed concerned, but relieved at the same time.


  Javier was so anxious to leave that he waited outside.


  An expensive car arrived, parked a few meters from where he stood, and two men got out. Both walked toward Javier, side by side— tall, dark and good-looking. A familiar resemblance announced to the world they must be related, but at the same time, a closer look showed how different they were. Javier felt grateful for the seconds that would take him to reach the pair, because it would give him enough time to disguise his surprise at one of them being a priest.


  A part of him felt disappointed, hoping, almost praying that the one using the Roman collar was not Esteban, but the other man's body language didn't match that educated voice he'd fallen for over the phone. Whoever he was, this one walked like a predator, slow, sensual, and with a movement of hips that announced to the world the amazing lover he could be. Indeed, he strode forward subtly pushing his groin as if it were a badge of sorts. Never his type, this kind of blatant sexuality had always scared Javier.


  Not that he wanted to find a new lover, even though Mauricio had begged him to go out and start a new life. As if that were easy with his current condition. On the other hand, the fact that he analyzed these men as possible partners could mean his dormant libido was awakening.


  Once they stood in front of him, he confirmed a resemblance so strong that Javier wondered if they were twins.


  That voice that could get him warm and fuzzy in a naughty way, addressed him while a firm handshake took possession of his right hand.


  "Javier, right? It's so nice to meet you."


  So, that settled it, Esteban was the priest. Welcome to purgatory, Javier.


  There was no use denying it, he had developed a crush on Esteban during these weeks while they spoke over the phone, and now, said crush had been crushed, pun intended. The man was a Catholic priest for God's sake.


  For the first time in months, Javier noticed another man's body, along with that smile and those amazing eyes.


  Too bad, Esteban not only was HIV negative, but a Catholic priest. Javier summed up to himself hoping the news sank once and for all, while he said the first thing that came to his mind.


  "You don't look Hispanic at all."


  Esteban smiled. "But I'm Latin, one hundred percent, my family came from Italy and Spain."


  Javier returned the smile. "My grandparents came from Andalusia, Spain."


  "Interesting, mine are from Asturias."


  This time Javier briefly looked Esteban up and down again.


  Asturias, that explained it all, the height, the light eyes, and the temperament. In that moment, the other man at his side told Esteban, "You forgot the twice Italian part."


  Esteban turned to him. "This is my brother Raul Hidalgo. Raul, this is Javier Lozano, a friend of Mauricio who kindly took care of something Mauricio left for me. And who is coming with us to New Jersey."


  A friend? Javier wondered if he should correct him and explain that he was actually Mauricio's widower, but the way Esteban placed his arm over his shoulder made him hesitate. "Yes, we're having a mini Mauricio's friends' reunion."


  What? Before Javier could grasp the situation, he automatically extended his hand to shake Raul's, but saw that Raul was frowning at him.


  "Great. A friend of Mauricio is a friend of mine too. Aren't you kind of young to be his friend?"


  What kind of question was that? Javier felt like saying, no, I was old enough to be his husband. Why had Mauricio never mentioned Raul? Why was Esteban trying to hide his real relation with Mauricio?


  Esteban teased his brother. "Raul, what manners are those? Age is no limit for friendship. But if you need an explanation, Mauricio was Javier's instructor."


  Well, Mauricio taught him a lot, although not exactly music. Javier thought to himself.


  Raul looked surprised. "Oh, you're a musician too?"


  Javier nodded. "Yes, a violinist."


  "I see."


  Whatever that was it seemed to be between the lines and blurred to Javier, who didn't understand a thing. Suddenly, Raul appeared to make up his mind because he smiled wide and said, "Cool. I hope you stay around long enough to meet the most interesting parts of Hoboken, and of course, our big family. Let's go."


  CHAPTER 3


  As he sat in the back seat of Raul's car, Javier tried to relax, but it was impossible. He still wondered why Esteban didn't tell Raul about his real relationship with Mauricio; although Javier had a good idea, because in the last year of his life, Mauricio had reunited with every person who had ever been important to him, including his family of course. To Javier's annoyance, after apologizing in advance, Mauricio insisted on Javier being introduced only as his roommate to everybody in his family and his friends.


  The only exceptions were his brother Diego, and of course, Esteban, who Javier had never met until today.


  Javier agreed because at that point, he didn't argue with Mauricio anymore, although it still hurt. They were among the first same sex couples to be married in New York, but his husband wanted to hide him from everyone he cared about, by saying he was only his roommate, at most his friend.


  It didn't make any sense to Javier that only their Manhattan acquaintances who shared a similar lifestyle knew about their union. He'd married a stranger, because until that moment, Javier ignored the fact that Mauricio was so closeted; living a life for his Manhattan friends and another for his family in Jersey.


  Many years ago, Javier had come out to his family. Being formed by mostly artists, everybody understood, but he knew that his parents were disappointed. They had plans for him, big ones, and somehow his sexual preference seemed to stand in the way. Javier could not understand why who he preferred to sleep with could affect his possible future as a concertmaster. Until then, he thought all he needed were the right instructions and countless hours of practice. They obviously had foreseen the future in a way that only parents sometimes might fear.


  So, Raul should be someone that belonged to the close, but not trusted, Mauricio's friends and family club.


  His eyes met Raul's a couple of times via the rearview mirror, and it was obvious the other man felt curious about him. This didn't bother Javier, because he could perceive that curiosity as nonsexual. In the past, getting that sort of attention from men that looked like Raul worried him, because it had forecasted unwanted sexual attention that Javier had dodged eventually, at the cost of any possible friendship.


  From the passenger seat Esteban half turned in Javier's direction. "How is your music going? Are you practicing again?"


  His voice sounded even better in person. It was gentle, caring, and softly spoken, but also masculine. It flowed over the senses like a caress.


  "Yes. The only good thing about moving back with my family has been the chance to practice music again."


  He had told Esteban how he could not play like he had in the past. Something was missing from Javier's performances. His heart was the missing element, according to his father's assessment. Javier needed to practice more hours. Therefore, Javier had done so, but no amount of practice could return his will to live, and the passion that had slowly died along with Mauricio.


  "Do you have any plans for the near future?"


  Getting that question from anybody else would have bothered him, but somehow Javier answered honestly and easily.


  "No. I keep practicing, but I'm not ready to work as an orchestral musician again."


  "When you feel ready, I'm sure Diego can help you, he has contacts from his time as a concertmaster."


  "He isn't playing anymore?"


  "Not often, only for special events like fundraising for charities. You might also find work with him too."


  "Work? With Diego?"


  Before Esteban could say more, Raul intervened. "Are you sure, Esteban? I don't think Diego is good company for someone like Javier."


  Raul's voice was similar to his brother's, but there was no tenderness in it, and his Jersey accent was deeper. Still, in spite of finding him somewhat aggressive, Javier liked the guy.


  Esteban surprised Javier when he said almost between teeth. "Save it, Raul. Let Javier decide for himself."


  "By the time he meets the real Diego it could be too late," Raul warned.


  "Too late for what?" Esteban asked.


  "He could end up perverted by Diego," Raul fumed.


  "Raul!"


  For a second Javier thought he didn't hear right, but Esteban's expression proved the contrary. He breathed deeply and turned to face Javier. "Don't pay attention Javier, because Raul and Diego hate each other. You will hear a similar version from Diego about Raul's immorality."


  Before Javier could say anything, a cell phone rang. It was Raul's mobile, which was docked in the dashboard mount. He answered it in what sounded to Javier like Italian, but he spoke so fast it could have been Spanish. Both languages sounded similar to him. His parents always spoke English, so his Spanish was very limited and his Italian consisted mostly of musical terms. He distinguished the word speakerphone and Esteban saying.


  "Hi, Mom. I'm okay. Listen, we're in Raul's car, and like he said, you're on the speaker, and we have a friend with us, so be polite and speak English."


  A female voice asked, "A friend? What kind of friend? A girl?"


  "No, Mom. A man. Actually, he used to be Mauricio's roommate. He's coming with us to visit Diego."


  "Oh, I know who he is. I met him once. Hey! This is Doña Vibi!"


  Of course, Javier remembered her. She had come with Diego one day to visit Mauricio, but Javier didn't remember anybody saying she was Esteban's mother. Mauricio had introduced her as his godmother, and explained to Javier that don or Doña meant different things in Spanish than Italian. The term in front of an elder's name meant respect.


  "Hello, Doña Vibi, this is Javier Lozano."


  "Yeah, Javier, how are you doing, handsome?"


  Jesus! Yes, that was Doña Vibi. The woman had been impressed by the way he looked, and said it very clearly, not in a lustful way though. She seemed to be the kind of person who simply expressed her mind, and was affable to everyone. Esteban came to his rescue.


  "Mom, you're embarrassing Javier."


  "Oh, I'm sorry, but he's cute, you know."


  After that, Esteban whispered to Javier. "I didn't know you met my mom."


  He answered in the same tone. "Yeah, she visited Mauricio once."


  She heard that in spite of the whispering.


  "Oh, my poor Mauricio, I miss him so much."


  "We all miss him, Mom."


  Esteban had said that patiently, but Javier felt his own pain coming back at once. She added, "Javier, Mauricio was my godson, you know?"


  "Yes, I know, he told me when you were coming over."


  Esteban interrupted her, "Mom, we can talk about this when we get there."


  "Oh, Esteban, you can't come over."


  "Why not?"


  "Your cousin Antolin said the town is full of journalists asking about you."


  "Fuck!"


  Raul blurted as soon as she talked, so she asked more quietly, in a tone that reminded Javier of Esteban's.


  "That was Raul, right?"


  The culprit sighed and said, "I'm sorry, Mom. What else can I say in a situation like this, eh?"


  She ignored him and asked, "Esteban, what happened? Why are these people so interested in you?"


  "Mom, I'm leaving the church, that's what happened, and I'm no longer working with the case I was."


  "I'm glad you're not involved in that awful matter. Oh, Esteban. You're quitting the church?"


  "Yes. Don't tell Dad until I can talk to him."


  "Too late, I am listening too." A deep male voice said on the other side.


  "Damn!"


  "That was Esteban!" Raul announced and Javier held a grin.


  Esteban was leaving the priesthood. That was all Javier cared about in that moment, he refused to question why he liked the news so much.


  "Dad, this time nothing is going to stop me."


  "We'll see about that. Like your mother said, you can't come home right now."


  Esteban replied to his father, "Maybe if we get in via Jersey City, I can make it to Diego's house without being seen."


  Doña Vibi informed them, "Esteban, Diego is in South Jersey with Camila. Do you have your set of keys from Diego's house?"


  "No, Mom, I left them inside Diego's house, because I only need them if I'm in Jersey. Let me think what's I'm going to do, I'll call you back."


  She quickly added, "Esteban, I'm so glad you're leaving the church. I don't care if they blame me."


  Their father voice was heard over hers, "Valeria! How could you say such a thing?"


  "Sergio, they're going to blame his Italian blood as usual, so what? He's twice Italian, and we better deal with it."


  "Mujer!"


  Javier knew that meant woman, and it had been a clear warning of some sort. Esteban seemed alarmed. "Please don't fight over this because it is a personal decision, so there is nothing any of you can do. Dad, Mom has nothing to do with it. And forget all that stupid argument about Italian blood. We all descend from Romans."


  "I know, but your grandma won't listen. Esteban, call us later, and don't worry, I'll keep them from killing each other."


  "Thanks, Dad. Mom, don't fight with grandma, please."


  The silence that followed promised that nothing would stop that fight, still, Doña Vibi ended the call saying, "Va bene."


  "I hope so, Mom, that everything will be all right," Esteban agreed.


  Raul let a deep breath escape and said, "I found it strange there was no press outside of the archdiocese when we left, but I never imagined they would dare to hunt you down at home."


  Esteban combed his short hair with a hand. "Me neither. My hope is that once the trial starts, they forget about me."


  "Yes, they probably will. For now you can stay with me." He looked at Javier in the back seat through the rearview mirror and added, "You're welcome to stay as well, Javier, my place is big enough."


  For some reason Javier would never know, he answered, "Thanks, but before I accept, you should know I'm HIV positive."


  Raul frowned, glanced at Esteban and back to the mirror before he shrugged and affirmed.


  "So what? I'm not having sex with you."


  "Well, there are some people who don't feel comfortable sharing their space with people who have the virus."


  "Ignorant people! Everybody knows how the thing is passed from one person to another, right?"


  In that moment, Javier noticed that Esteban had turned to look at him as much as the seatbelt allowed.


  "Javier, you don't need to disclose your status to anybody unless you're planning to be intimate with that person."


  "Really? I thought I should tell people."


  "Well, it's up to you, but I think it's better if you wait until you know the person better, and this goes for any possible employer as well. I don't think you're a risk if the contact is casual."


  Javier nodded, feeling like a kid. He wished that explaining his experience with his family was possible, but out of loyalty for them, he didn't want to tell about the way he'd been treated. He felt grateful when Raul changed the subject.


  "Listen, guys, I want to cross the river before the rush hour hits us, so I'm taking the Holland Tunnel right now, but instead of going to Hoboken, I'm heading for Jersey City. We can stop at the Exchange Place mall and get something to eat, while deciding what's next."


  Esteban nodded. "It sounds like a plan. I'm going to see if I can get Diego on the phone."


  Raul took his eyes from the road for a second, turning to look at his brother, and Esteban questioned him, "What?"


  Raul shook his head putting his attention back on the highway.


  Again, Javier wondered about Esteban's relation with Diego. His brother-in-law never mentioned having anything but friendship with Esteban, of course, with him being a priest and all even if there was something more Diego wouldn't confide to him. Mauricio never said anything either, but Esteban mentioned Diego's home and Doña Vibi asked if Esteban had his keys, obviously to Diego's home.


  Javier wanted to ask so many questions, but he didn't dare.


  Then Raul said, "Esteban, this might be for the best, because the last place you want to be is where the whole family is going to gather to discuss your tragedy."


  "What tragedy?"


  Raul drawled with mockery.


  "You're quitting the church, that is a tragedy for the Hidalgo family in case you haven't realized it yet."


  Esteban sighed, his shoulders sinking in the car seat. "I hope they don't blame Mom."


  "It's inevitable. They blamed her when I divorced, when Tina divorced, and now, you're quitting the church. It must be the Italian blood."


  "Sure, the twice Italian thing!"


  To Javier's surprise they both laughed.


  This time he had to ask, "Excuse me, but what is all that about Italian blood?"


  Raul, still laughing, told Javier, "Esteban explains it better."


  He said, "Well, it's a family joke, I don't know if you will get it, but I'll summarize it for you since you asked."


  "Please. I really want to know, especially if I'm going to be around here."


  He wasn't sure if it was his imagination, but Esteban stared at him for a few seconds before explaining.


  "Okay. My family is very traditional, we can trace our ancestors to the time Spain was still the Iberia Peninsula and ruled by the Ottoman Empire. By the way, Asturias was the only part of the Peninsula the moors never conquered."


  "Really? I didn't know that."


  "Yes, that can give you an idea of how stubborn Asturians are. Anyway, the Hidalgos emigrated all over the world, some moved to the States, but continued to marry brides imported from Spain. Except one Italian bride that joined the family around 1840, and everything bad any Hidalgo has done afterward has been blamed on this Italian blood addition to the family. More recently, my father met my mother, who is also Italian, and my family opposed their marriage, but they got married anyway. And there you have it, the twice Italian thing."


  "Oh, I see. They are really conservative, aren't they?"


  "Yes, you have no idea." He sounded worried for the first time since Javier spoke to him.


  Raul added. "Conservative, Catholic, Apostolic and Roman, but still some don't appreciate the Italian blood."


  Esteban commented, "We all descend from Celts and Romans so I don't see the obsession with it."


  "It gives them a reason to gossip and complain, you know that." Raul remarked.


  Javier told them, "Like your mom said, everything will be all right, don't worry."


  "I hope so, Javier. Let me see if Diego will answer this time, he must be in the farmyard because he is not answering."


  "A farm?"


  "Yes, my aunt has a farm in South Jersey, and Diego is helping her to transform the place to be used by a charity foundation our family has."


  "So he can inherit her fortune."


  Raul had said this, and Esteban shook his head, looking at Javier, before dialing his cell phone.


  "Again, disregard anything Raul says about Diego, and vice versa."


  Esteban left a message for Diego and stayed silent for a while looking ahead as if in reflection.


  Javier got excited for this new adventure. He'd lived all his life in Manhattan, and had never gone through the Holland Tunnel— one of the two tunnels under the Hudson River connecting New York with New Jersey. He felt they crossed it fast, because it was definitely shorter than the Lincoln Tunnel, which he had traveled through in the past.


  Soon they passed houses and tall buildings, everything looked modern, like it had been recently built, and the many trees announced why New Jersey was called the Garden State. It surprised Javier to see that it was not only green that dressed the trees, but many shades of reds.


  Raul entered a tall building that happened to be a parking lot, and parked on the top floor. They walked into a mall and headed for the food court. Javier noticed how every female's eye within their wake riveted on them. The brothers didn't qualify as handsome, but they exuded sex appeal with their strong masculine features. Their dark hair contrasted with light eyes, and while Esteban was unpretentious, his calm stride displayed the length of his muscular body.


  Sitting on one of the many tables in front of a Chinese restaurant, Raul said, "Enough Italian for today, I hope you don't mind, Javier."


  Javier shook his head, while Esteban remained thoughtful. From where they were sitting, they could see the menus on the walls of the restaurant, so everybody chose, and Raul went to get the food.


  "I'm sorry, Javier," Esteban said as soon as Raul was out of earshot. His voice touched him deeply.


  "Why?"


  "I invited you to come over without thinking that we might encounter difficulties."


  "It's okay. I was so bored before, this is great for me."


  Esteban's gaze fixed on his face and Javier found it hard to keep it with his own. "I have an apartment in Diego's home, but I only use it for storage. Since you're not in trouble, I can call Mom and you can stay with them until Diego comes back, and after that you can stay in my place as long as you want."


  "What about you?"


  "I don't know yet, I'm thinking of maybe leaving the country for a while."


  "Why? You didn't do anything wrong, right?"


  "Nothing I regret, but I need to distance myself from everything."


  "Then take me with you, please?"


  Javier spoke without thinking, and he could see the surprise in Esteban's face. At that moment, Raul put a tray with beverages on the table, and anything Esteban was going to answer was forgotten for the time being.


  CHAPTER 4


  After they finished eating, Javier excused himself to go to the restroom, and as he walked away from the table, before he could stop himself, Esteban followed him with his eyes. He'd seen pictures of Javier Lozano, but nothing had prepared him for meeting him in person. He knew Javier was handsome because he'd viewed the wedding pictures Diego had shown him, but Esteban never met anybody like Javier before. It wasn't only a matter of physical beauty, although Javier's bone structure reminded Esteban of the Hellenistic sculptures he had admired at the Vatican.


  Javier oozed charisma and didn't know it, so he acted almost shy and without any pretense.


  He felt attracted to him as if they were both magnets, everything about the younger man appealed to him. He'd resisted temptations before, but nothing like this. And Javier was not helpless, he wanted to be with him, or rather next to him. Esteban still remembered how his whole body thrilled when Javier asked him to take him with him.


  A few minutes after he left, Esteban could still picture Javier in his mind with his short wavy chestnut hair framing his face and his expressive light brown eyes, which looked at Esteban with a mix of adoration and tenderness.


  Raul waved a hand in front of his brother's face, winced, and exclaimed with an index finger pointing to Esteban. "Dear God! Esteban, you're leaving the church because of him."


  The statement caught Esteban unaware, because in all honesty it didn't cross his mind Javier had anything to do with his sudden choice. "No. I'm leaving the church because I don't think I can do anything to change it for the better."


  "Yeah, right. Say whatever you want, but I'm not stupid, man. And for your information, I never bought that he was Mauricio's roommate only."


  With those words he walked away to toss a paper cup in a nearby wastebasket. When he came back to the table, Esteban stood in front of him, face to face, and said slowly but firmly, "Raul, don't mess with Javier, are we clear? If you say anything offensive to him, anything at all, you will have to deal with me, got it?"


  "Yeah. Threatening your brother over him, and you are still denying it?"


  One of the reasons Esteban thought his friendship with his brother was positive, regardless of being tough at times, was because Raul didn't play games. He'd always said what he thought, especially to loved ones. Even if his opinion might hurt some feelings, and Esteban had a lot to learn in that sense.


  "Raul, you can mess with Diego all you want, because when Diego can't take it anymore, he beats the hell out of you."


  Raul raised a hand and clarified. "We beat each other, but he plays dirty, scratching like a girl. The whore made me lose a girlfriend, because my girl wouldn't believe I got all scratched in a fight with another guy."


  Esteban held a grin, and continued with a serious expression. "See? You called him names, and wondered when Diego reacted. The truth is I have to pick up some letters Mauricio left for me with Javier."


  "Letters? Written by whom?"


  "By me. He's returning the letters I sent Mauricio during the last twenty years."


  In that moment, Esteban had another question to ponder. What if Mauricio left the letters with Javier on purpose, so Esteban had to meet him, and check on his well-being? Yes, that probably had been the plan, because Mauricio could have returned those letters to him during any of Esteban's visits. On the other hand, if he didn't meet Javier before, it had been all Esteban's fault. At first, he avoided the encounter because he had been jealous, and later because his spirit knew what he confirmed today, that Javier Lozano could be his perdition.


  He returned his attention to Raul, noticing his brother's unusually thoughtful expression as he sat back in his chair. Sitting in front of him, Esteban asked, "Raul, what's wrong?"


  Raul looked at him and said in a serious tone. "I'm stupid after all. All these years, I thought something was going on between Diego and you."


  Diego and Mauricio Alvarez had been their friends and neighbors all their lives, and while Esteban had a great friendship with both of the Alvarez brothers, Raul had always disliked Diego for being effeminate, and thought that beating the gay out of him would work. In the long run, Diego learned to fight back and Esteban concluded they enjoyed their bloody arguments, so he didn't intervene anymore.


  "Raul, I told you hundreds of times that there was nothing more than friendship between us."


  "I get it now. The real thing was between Mauricio and you, right?"


  Esteban concluded there was no point in denying it. "Mauricio didn't want you to know, because he wanted you to preserve the image you had of him of being like you."


  Raul made a face. "Dear God! I was so blind. I suspected something like that, but I never wanted to admit it, not of Mauricio."


  "I know that being close friends you consider this a treason of sorts, but it was his life and his sexuality, so you have to respect it, even though you probably would have a lot to say."


  "What about you? I've thought your homosexuality was unwanted."


  "And it is, I've kept myself chaste all these years."


  "Whew! I'm not sure what's worse, you being gay, or that silliness of chastity." Then frowning he asked, "What did you write in those letters?"


  "Nothing ever happened between Mauricio and me, so there is very little romance in those letters. We only discussed books, some controversial, but I have the right to read whatever I please, don't I?"


  "Well, in your current situation, you probably should be concerned. What if those letters fall in the hands of the press, eh? The press can take anything and turn it around, and you would find yourself in a compromising position. You're lucky the boy didn't sell them."


  "No, he's not that kind of person. I've seen little of him, but I can tell he's honorable. Besides, at twenty-five, he's hardly a boy. "


  "Esteban, are you serious about leaving the church?"


  "Of course. Why?"


  "It would be good if you got some new clothes. Since we're here, let do it. You're calling everybody's attention dressed like that."


  Esteban agreed, and when Javier came back, he let Raul guide him into buying some new stuff. Nothing fancy, simply a few shirts, pants, and a pair of jeans, because Raul said, those were essential.


  Back in the car, Raul returned a few calls, business related, and asked Esteban, "Where do you want to go? If you want you can stay at my condo, unless you want to visit any of the clubs?"


  Esteban actually smiled at that one. "No, thanks. Your place will be okay. I'm thinking of going to the farm, but I should wait for Diego's call, in case they are coming back soon."


  "Okay, let's go home, I need a break. There is an event at the North Bergen club tonight, but I can drive you tomorrow."


  Esteban hadn't seen Raul's new place after his divorce. It was a big apartment in a high-rise on the New Jersey waterfront, in the town of West New York, only a few miles from Hoboken. Pure luxury, like Raul preferred, with three bedrooms, which were for when his kids visited him, and a panoramic view of Manhattan.


  Esteban picked up a picture featuring his four nephews as soon as they walked in. They were little devils, but he loved them and missed not spending more time with them. Maybe now he could.


  Raul stood next to him and said, "Are you considering getting your own?"


  Esteban put the picture back in place. "We already discussed that, I'm not having kids."


  When he turned around Javier was staring at him, until Raul asked Javier to follow him, so he could show him where he was going to stay. Then they disappeared down the hall that went to the bedrooms.


  Esteban tried to call Diego again, this time he answered.


  "Esteban, I hope you're calling for something other than Raul, otherwise I don't want to talk with you either."


  "Diego, what's wrong?"


  "Didn't Raul tell you?"


  "No. I spent the whole afternoon with him, and he didn't say you guys fought harder than usual. Except that he lost a girlfriend because you scratched the hell out of him, but that's old news."


  "This is serious, Esteban. If he doesn't back off, I'm getting a restraining order."


  "What? Hold on. You're not answering my calls because of Raul, and now you're talking legalese here."


  "I'm sorry, I promised never to get you involved, but he's your brother and this might get ugly."


  "Diego, you're scaring me. What have you done to one another this time?"


  "It's not because of me, it's the baby and the mother."


  "Which baby?"


  "There is this girl, well, she's in her twenties and she's expecting a baby." He paused for a second before saying quickly, "it could be either Raul's or mine. He wants her to abort, but I'm keeping the baby. So he better stay away from us."


  "Jesus Christ! How is it possible that the baby is yours too?"


  "Ask him, it's his fault. It was his idea, I should have never listened, but whatever it is, this innocent child is being born. So tell that baby killer brother of yours to stay away."


  "Diego! Oh, my God, How did you guys get into this mess?"


  "For the first time ever, I would rather have you listening to his version. We'll talk when you come around."


  Esteban told him what happened with his own life, and Diego explained that he was going back to Hoboken in the morning. Before ending the call, he again apologized for not answering Esteban's calls before.


  Afterward, Esteban walked into the bathroom to remove his clerical clothing, before dressing as a layman for the first time in twelve years. Taking into account the years he'd spent as a seminarian, and later as a Jesuit priest, in total he'd dedicated more than twenty years of his life to the Roman Catholic Church.


  Yet he hesitated before removing his Roman collar forever, although he didn't have an option because the day he'd been ordained he'd promised celibacy and obedience, but he had been struggling to keep the first one for years, and by walking away from the case he broke the second one. He would rather leave the priesthood now, before dishonoring his promises and offending the church and his family any further.


  When he joined his brother in the living room, Raul briefly applauded him. "Great, this is the first step. Listen, this is your house, feel free to do whatever you want."


  "Thanks. Raul, I spoke with Diego."


  "Fuck! Well, I guess he told you his version."


  "No, he wants you to tell me first, but he gave me a preview."


  "I don't feel like talking about that now. Is he coming back or are you joining him?"


  "He will be back tomorrow."


  "Okay. Do you mind if I take you there in the afternoon, I'm going to stay out all night, and I'll need to get some sleep in the morning before going out again."


  "No problem, whenever you can drive us is fine."


  Raul turned around and leaning forward whispered. "Are you continuing the celibate thingy?"


  "Why are you asking? I don't expect that you would accept my choice in case I don't."


  "I'm not homophobic, Esteban. My problems with Diego have nothing to do with the fact he's gay. It's because he is annoying, and the most stubborn person on this planet."


  "Raul, I thought you guys were making an effort to become friends."


  "I tried, I really tried, but he's impossible! I even shared one of my girlfriends with him."


  "You did what?"


  "You said that the Catholic medical association thinks gay people can be cured, right?"


  "The fact they say it doesn't mean it's possible. Besides, forcing a gay man to have sex with a woman is no cure."


  "I didn't force him, he agreed, and he liked it so much, he even stole her from me."


  In spite of Raul's upset expression Esteban laughed. "He did what? You guys are insane. I'm not getting involved anymore in this nonsense."


  CHAPTER 5


  When Javier entered the living room, he noticed Raul's expression and tried to go back, but Raul stopped him. "Javier, it's okay, we're arguing about some crazy person we all know."


  Javier noticed that Esteban had changed his clothing for a navy shirt and pair of black pants. He appeared younger, less severe looking, and Javier had to fix his gaze onto something else, before the two men noticed how interesting he found Esteban's lean sculpted muscles framed in the new clothes. He distracted himself by looking out the panoramic windows that made up a whole wall of the room, showcasing the Manhattan skyline.


  "I'm sorry, if I interrupted something."


  Esteban waved a hand. "No, you didn't. Take a seat, and listen to this craziness." Esteban waited until Javier sat down before continuing. "Raul and Diego decided to become friends, and to celebrate, Raul shared one of his girlfriends with Diego."


  Javier couldn't believe his ears. "He has more than one?"


  Raul reacted freshly. "Of course! Why should a man have only one?"


  Javier was surprised by the saucy comment, but simply said, "I see. Did she agree to be with Diego too?"


  Javier knew he sounded naive asking such questions, but he honestly was curious.


  "Sure, you can't force a woman to do that. I mean, you can, but it wouldn't be the right thing to do."


  "And what is the problem now?"


  Esteban answered that one. "They are enemies again because she prefers Diego and is pregnant with his baby."


  Raul stared at Esteban.


  "It could be my baby."


  "What's your version of the events, Raul?"


  Raul dropped his shoes on the floor and hunkered down on the couch like a rebellious teenager. "Just what I said, man. I got Diego some pussy and he liked it so much that he got crazy."


  Javier spoke before he could stop himself. "Really? I thought he was gay."


  Esteban's expression equaled a prosecutor in front of the jury. "He is gay, Javier. And in all the years I've known him, which is all my life, I never heard of him liking any girl. I bet Raul did something else to get Diego in this mess. Raul, what did you use? Alcohol, drugs?"


  "Javier is going to think I'm some kind of thug."


  "When it comes to Diego, you have no qualms at all. To be fair Javier, Diego has done bad things to Raul, too."


  Javier mumbled more for himself than the others. "Oh, they are really enemies."


  Esteban remarked without taking his eyes from Raul, "Worse, because they shared the affection of many people who don't know what to do when they are at war. Anyway, this time there is an innocent involved. And I'm not talking only about the mother."


  Raul got up and started pacing around a few feet. "It's my baby too. I mean that thing could be mine too."


  Esteban stood in front of Raul stopping his errant movements, and his voice came out as tough as Javier had ever heard it.


  "You're calling the baby thing, so killing him would not hurt, eh?"


  Javier also stood. "Who is killing who?"


  Javier had lost track of the argument, these two were at each other's throats, and Esteban was red to his ears when he said, "Raul wants the mother to have an abortion."


  "Oh." Javier thought that even if he was pro-life, he understood there were times people had to make choices, but still the idea of a baby never being born affected him.


  Esteban wiggled a finger in front of Raul's face. "Wait a second. How did she get pregnant? Don't tell me you were so irresponsible to have sex without protection, and forced Diego to do the same thing."


  "I didn't force him! And the first time we used protection."


  "The first time! So you guys did it more than once?"


  Outraged, Esteban stared at his brother in shock, and Raul offered his most innocent expression, if he ever had one.


  "I told you, he liked it."


  "Raul, how are you so sure?"


  "When they did it, I was there. I witnessed it."


  "You were in the same room?"


  "Yes. You don't share your girlfriend with some guy and leave them alone. Of course, you know nothing of these things, Esteban."


  "And I'm not sure I want to know the details of this incident. Javier, maybe you shouldn't listen to this either."


  "Why not? Because it's personal?" Javier asked.


  "No. Because of the level of sexual deviancy involved," Esteban stated.


  Javier found that funny. "Come on, Esteban, I'v probably had more sex in my life than you."


  Raul laughed at that for a few seconds. "Everybody we know has had more sex than Esteban. My poor brother is a virgin."


  Esteban froze and Javier thought he should not have made that comment at all.


  "I'm sorry, Esteban, I didn't mean to say it like that."


  "It's okay. One is not supposed to be sexually active while being a celibate priest."


  Javier went back to the sofa and kept his eyes on his interlaced fingers over his lap; he didn't want to risk glancing at Esteban's face, because his voice clearly announced how angry he was.


  "Jesus! Raul, how could you do such a thing? What I don't understand is why Diego agreed?"


  "Well, it's simple. He tried it, he liked it, and now, he wants to keep the girl with baby and all."


  "No, that can't be true," argued Esteban.


  "It is, and the problem is I shared my favorite girlfriend, the one I still like. And now she's pregnant and telling everybody it's Diego's baby."


  "You messed up big this time," Esteban told him.


  "It's probably my baby, not his. Esteban, I already have too many children, she's not having another."


  "Are you telling me to my face that you want her to have an abortion?" Esteban asked Raul in astonishment.


  "Esteban, the girl won't be a good mother, and I can't have more kids."


  "It could also be Diego's baby, no wonder he's so mad at you, and he didn't want to talk with me thinking I was going to bring up this issue. Life is precious, Raul," Esteban said vehemently.


  "Yes, easy to say when you're not paying child support plus alimony," Raul accused.


  "Well, you should have thought before acting, you know."


  Raul defended himself. "I did, I always use protection, that day was an exception."


  "That day could end up being a disaster. Your penchant for young women is a disgrace, Raul."


  "Much better than having it for men, don't you think?" Raul said snidely.


  "What are you saying?"


  Raul held his hands up as if to say, I give up. "You know what, Esteban, you shouldn't get involved in our problems. Diego and I will sort this one out."


  There was a silence and Javier looked up, Esteban had walked away from Raul and stood in front of the panoramic windows for a few seconds before he turned around resolute, and told Javier, "Get your stuff, we're out of here."


  Surprised, Javier stood, but before he could move, Raul walked up to where Esteban was and said, "I'm sorry for yelling at you, but this is the most difficult thing I have ever gone through, not even my divorce was this complicated."


  "Why? Because you're going to be a father again? I see no complication there, besides, it could be the baby girl you've always wanted. Do you still want to kill her?"


  "All right, I won't talk about abortion anymore," Raul conceded.


  "Good. And you're going to find a way to work things out with Diego too."


  "Ah, that doesn't depend on me, you know how he is."


  "I'll talk with him, and you guys better come up with a good explanation why the both of you are having the same baby."


  Raul shook his head. "That sounds wrong Esteban."


  "Wrong is what Mom will say if she hears this story."


  "Oh, no, you can't let Diego tell her until we know who the father is."


  "Okay, but you better start apologizing to the baby's mother," Esteban informed him.


  "I've never been good at that," Raul admitted, and Esteban smiled."Then it's never too late to learn."


  "Fine, I'll send her some flowers with a card. Now, I better get ready, I'm going to be late."


  Raul headed for the hall and from there he turned around and asked Esteban, "Can you do some coffee for me while I take a shower please?"


  For a second Javier thought Esteban was going to refuse, but he walked to the kitchen. Javier followed him silently, and watched while Esteban looked around the room checking where things were.


  "Javier, are you hungry? I'm going to cook some pasta."


  "You know how to cook?"


  "Yes, the essential stuff."


  Javier wanted to tell him something, but wasn't sure if it was another wrong comment. After a while, Esteban looked back at him and asked, "What is it?"


  "Esteban, I have a theory about why Diego got involved in that whole mess."


  "You know why?" Esteban was curious.


  "Well, not exactly why, but I think I know the reason he was able to perform with that girl."


  "I'm listening." Esteban said encouragingly.


  Javier lowered his voice.


  "Because Raul was in the room, probably in the same bed?"


  Esteban looked at him in astonishment. "Do you think?"


  "Uh-huh," Javier affirmed.


  "I can't believe what sex does to people, it's amazing how far some would go for pleasure." Esteban shook his head in amazement.


  "Well, maybe you should try it so you can sympathize."


  Again, Javier regretted talking, but there was something in Esteban that urged him to be daring. When Esteban ignored the comment and turned around to set the coffeemaker, Javier wished he were not HIV positive, so he could seduce him. He smiled at that thought, because he'd always been seduced. He'd never taken the initiative with anyone. Maybe with someone with limited experience he wouldn't mind.


  "How virgin are you?" Javier boldly asked.


  Esteban set the coffee can on the counter with extra strength and turned around. When Javier saw Esteban's mouth drop half open in shock, he decided not to back down, no matter what. There were so many things they could do without putting him at risk.


  "What are you asking, Javier?"


  Before he could answer, Raul entered the kitchen, and asked, "Esteban, did you call Mom?"


  "No. I forgot, I'm calling her right now." Then Esteban squinted at Javier and shook his head before heading for the living room. Raul served himself coffee after offering Javier some, which he turned down.


  Raul sipped a few times, and standing next to Javier whispered, "You like Esteban, right?"


  "Yes, he has been very kind to me."


  "Maybe you can return the favor. He will be back to the church in a few days if something dramatic doesn't happen," Raul confided.


  "How do you know?"


  "This is the third time he has tried to quit. The only thing that could prevent him from going back to his sanctity is a carnal sin that he wished to repeat often."


  Javier faced him, ignoring how seductive he looked with his wet hair and wrapped in a bathrobe.


  "And why are you telling me this?" Javier demanded.


  Raul smiled and the way he looked him up and down confirmed his suspicion that poor Diego didn't stand a chance if this person was in seducing mode. Esteban had no idea of who his brother really was.


  "My bedroom is the one across from yours, I have condoms in the nightstand drawer, and I won't be back until the morning. Make him sin, badly." He drawled the last words.


  Openmouthed, Javier watched Raul walking away while the words carnal sin flashed in his mind in red neon lights.


  ****


  After Raul left, Esteban and Javier had dinner in an enervating silence. Later on, Esteban refused his help to clean the kitchen and suggested Javier take some time for himself because he also needed a break. Javier found the room Raul assigned to him really nice, and in that moment,a real shelter.


  Feeling like a kid sent to his room, Javier wondered if following Esteban around was right, maybe he was imposing, but he didn't want to go back to his parents, and he liked being with Esteban. There were so many things he wanted to talk with him about. In that moment, he recalled Esteban's expression looking at the picture of the kids, it had been tender, but it changed when Raul asked if he wanted his own. So, Esteban didn't want any kids, or didn't plan to father any.


  Did this confirm that he was gay? He didn't give away any signs at all, and Javier always prided himself on having a great gay-radar. Who knows? He might be getting old or out of practice.


  He grimaced, he would be lucky if he reached an older age. Unless Esteban kicked him out, he would stay by him as long as he could. Javier couldn't afford to waste any chance of any kind, and this man was something he didn't want to miss. Even if Esteban left the church, Javier knew that didn't mean he was anxious to have sex with the first person who proposed it.


  Shaking his head he tried to convince himself that the attraction for Esteban was not erotic, it was simply his need to feel protected and accepted, and Esteban radiated security for him.


  He remembered Raul's words. If he said such things then he knew what his brother preferred, right?


  The knock on the door startled him, and he opened it with trembling hands, finding Esteban outside, dressed in buttoned-down pajamas with a pair of rimless eyeglasses hanging on his nose.


  The man had a doctorate on un-sexy-ness, but who cared if he was dressed for Halloween, Javier's goal was undressing him. Yes, scratch any regretful thoughts, he was game.


  "I'm checking to be sure you're okay."


  "I'm okay."


  "Good, I'll be sleeping at the end of the hall, don't hesitate to call me if you need anything."


  "Sure, I will, thanks."


  "Good night."


  He took a few steps before turning and saying, "I'm sorry, if I was rude earlier, but I'm not used to being with anybody for so many hours."


  "It's fine, no offense here. You smell good, which cologne is it?"


  He lifted a brow and adjusted his eyeglasses. "Aramis Classic."


  "Oh, nice. Well, I'm taking a shower too, before going to bed."


  "We are going to Hoboken tomorrow afternoon for sure. Feel free to sleep late if you like that."


  Translation, stay out of my way. Yeah, right. In your dreams, thought Javier. Aloud he said, "Thanks, I love to sleep late in the mornings."


  This time Esteban walked down the hall until he disappeared. Javier closed the door and leaned into it.


  No way, he would never be laid again; he didn't have the courage to seduce anybody.


  By the time he got out of the shower, he decided to try; he played with the idea of showing up only with a towel and some silly excuse, but discarded it for being too blunt. In the end, he did something even blunter.


  After dressing up with a T-shirt and shorts, he knocked on the door where Esteban slept. As soon as said door opened, he scurried into the room without being invited and stood in the middle of it. Esteban had not gone to sleep yet, and without closing the door simply observed him as if trying to understand the motivation of Javier's behavior. The green eyes behind the pair of rimless eyeglasses were wise and tender.


  "What is it now, Javier?"


  Javier walked to the door and closed it. Even knowing they were alone, he wanted to make sure the intimate atmosphere was complete. This time Esteban scowled. "What are you doing?"


  "You said that if I needed anything I could come here and ask."


  "Yes, but…"


  Javier stepped into his space, so close he could feel his breath. "I need a hug, a simple hug, please."


  "I don't think this is a good idea."


  "Why not? You're bigger than me, why are you so afraid?"


  "I'm not afraid of you, but me. You're used to a different lifestyle, and I've always lived following tradition."


  "Break with it."


  "I'm a lonely man; despite my family, I'm essentially alone. Somehow, I'm used to that, but if I share my time with you, and you leave me, it will be devastating for me. So, it's better if we don't play these games."


  "Why should I leave you?"


  "Because you're young, and I'm not. If I had been a promiscuous teenager, I could have been old enough to be your father."


  "Nonsense. My dad is in his sixties. Besides, Mauricio was about your age."


  Impressed, Esteban rasped. "I'm not Mauricio. If you're seeking a substitute for him, you're in the wrong place."


  "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to imply that."


  Javier felt Esteban's hand lifting to his chin, the eyes behind the glasses searching his. "Listen, right now, we're a big mess, the both of us, and somehow our present stage is related to Mauricio's death."


  That last statement got all his attention, what was Esteban talking about?


  "Very few people knew this, but I was in love with Mauricio for many years, and he loved me too."


  "What exactly did happen between the two of you?"


  For a moment, he thought Esteban would refuse to tell him, but letting go of his face, he sat on the bed while explaining. "I wish I could say that we had the most passionate romance ever. Sadly, it was the romance that never was. Mauricio and I loved one another in a sweet way, and stayed in touch until his death. That is it."


  "Do you really expect me to believe that it was only platonic? Come on, Esteban, I was married to the man, I know very well how little patience he had for sweet and tender love."


  By the way Esteban looked back and forth between his hands and Javier, it was obvious he considered his next words.


  "Your relationship with him was real, while mine was a fantasy of sorts. We probably kissed a couple of times, but that was it, because I tried not to touch him to avoid temptation."


  "Oh, God Esteban, I know you are telling the truth, but it's so hard to understand why you held back your passion so much." When Esteban fixed his gaze ahead, Javier added. "I'm sorry I forgot the whole celibate vows thing."


  Javier sat next to him and perceived how Esteban started and froze, but remained in his place, before saying, "We found out that we were in love shortly after joining the seminary, and we were supposed to be chaste."


  All Javier could do was to open his eyes in awe. "Mauricio wanted to be a priest?"


  The question brought a timid smile to Esteban's mouth. "Mauricio's vocation was more for me than for the church, so when he couldn't take it anymore he left, but I became a celibate priest."


  "Why didn't you guys leave together?"


  "Because I'm a coward, yes, that was why." He paused and breathed before admitting. "I feared my family, the church, my friends, everything. I loved him in silence and from the biggest distance I could put between us. Though I never knew what I lost until he married you."


  Javier studied his expression, but Esteban kept looking ahead. "You must have hated me."


  "No. How could I? I said that I loved him, and when you love someone you want that person to be happy."


  "I guess so."


  "Well, he was happy thanks to you. I won't deny I felt jealous, but it was only for a short period of time. I sublimated my feelings for him into the real friendship that should have always been. At the time of his death, I was at peace."


  "So why are you a mess now?"


  "Javier, I'm still a coward."


  "Don't you crave someone's touch?"


  "There was a time I did, but I learned to live without it."


  He stood and walked to the door, Javier imagined he would leave him there in any moment.


  "Hey, this is your room don't go please. I don't want to disturb you, but I got confused." Javier paused because they reached the door and Esteban turned around facing him, a few inches taller than his own six feet, Javier had to raise his head to look him in the eyes, but instead he focused his gaze on Esteban's full mouth.


  Javier stepped forward, Esteban circled him going back to the bed, and Javier followed him. "Esteban, there is something between us that isn't about friendship, and I perceived it as soon as I met you."


  "I agree, that's why I think it's dangerous for us to be alone. Please go back to your room."


  In that moment, Javier noticed the briefcase with the letters over the nightstand next to bed. Apparently, Esteban had been reading his own letters.


  "You miss him too?" Esteban followed his sight to the briefcase before answering.


  "Of course, he was the love of my life." His voice broke off at the end.


  "Oh, Esteban, I'm so sorry, I came here to…" Javier trailed off because he came to this room to seduce him, and they were talking about their mutual lost love. Javier felt ashamed of what he tried to do and Esteban told him, "I know why you came here, and I understand. I've never been a sexual person, but I know there are people who only can relate to another through sex."


  He gently pulled Javier until he sat next to him on the bed.


  "Mauricio was like that too. I loved him, and somehow he loved me too, but you were the love of his life."


  "Really? When you told me what happened between the two of you, I thought that you were the one he loved the most."


  "Before he met you, he used to tell me all the details of his affairs, which were so many I lost track eventually, and some I rather didn't know about. I lived vicariously through him. Somehow he experienced the world while I stayed in my little cocoon."


  "That's something I would have never guessed."


  Javier couldn't find anything else to say, so he waited for Esteban to continue.


  "It took me months after he died to guess it myself, we had a symbiotic relationship. I comforted him and supported him, while he entertained me with his anecdotes of a life I would never enjoy. When he met you, something changed. He no longer wanted to share his intimacy with me, which hurt me, but at the same time, relieved me. Today, I'm glad he didn't."


  After saying those words he picked a book that was next to the briefcase and pulled a letter he handed to Javier. "This is the letter he sent me after he met you. We continued writing to each other, but less frequently."


  When Javier hesitated to read it, Esteban took the envelope and pulled the letter from inside, giving it again to him.


  "Go ahead, read this part, it's all right."


  Javier recognized Mauricio's handwriting, and read aloud the paragraph Esteban pointed out.


  "My beloved friend, you helped me to make this life easygoing while being my faithful confidant, but I've fallen in love as deeply as I've never told you before. Please forgive me because in the future I won't be sharing the intimate details of my love life with you."


  The written words affected Javier in an unexpected manner.


  "See? You were the one he loved the most."


  Esteban's words were simply stating what he thought true, no resentment, only pain. Javier tried to hold the tears, but ended up giving up, he really hadn't had the chance to cry for Mauricio with someone who understood his loss. Despite that, in the instant Esteban took him into his arms, Javier changed pain for hope.


  The hope of one day being sheltered by Esteban's love, which he anticipated capable of erasing the suffering clung to his exhausted young flesh. Esteban's reserved demeanor contrasted with the heat his strong hands delivered every time they roamed over his back while trying to calm him down. The gesture was comforting, but enticing as well.


  Esteban didn't know what to do, he had comforted others in the past, but someone like Javier never. He could see how the younger man trembled, how he looked about to break down, and remembered what Diego said. If Javier got depressed, his immune system might be affected. Also what Mauricio wrote to him, and darn, Esteban wanted to hold him in his arms. Period.


  He knew that the lingering memories of Mauricio was enough to keep them from getting intimate, at least for tonight.


  Esteban knew that if he continued spending time with Javier something would happen sooner or later. He didn't need to wait for the Pope to dispense his celibate promise, which was the protocol, but in his case it might never come, because it was only granted if a former priest needed to marry, and the kind of union he had in mind wasn't acknowledged by the Vatican.


  Besides, there was nothing bad in holding someone who needed comfort, except Esteban needed the embrace more than Javier. He finally had raised both arms and held him. Javier felt warm, strong yet vulnerable when he murmured.


  "I'm sorry, I'm acting like a drama queen."


  "It's okay. I know how bad you feel, and you must be tired, it has been a long day."


  Both ended laying over the bed, Javier leaning on him, and Esteban decided for one night he could be close to someone without regretting it; although, later when Javier muttered against his chest, "It feels so good in your arms that I want to stay in here forever."


  Esteban wondered if this weakness would eventually have a higher price, and thought of leaving Javier sleeping there alone, but couldn't move. Because seeing him there with him, was a reflection of what could be his life. If Javier felt good between his arms, Esteban found his reason to live holding him.


  CHAPTER 6


  When they arrived at Hoboken, Raul drove off as soon as they got out of the car. Somehow, Javier was glad, because Esteban and he had fallen asleep in the same bed, and although nothing happened, he'd lost his heart again and didn't feel like sharing the news with anybody. Especially not with Raul, who had mistaken the bed sharing for something else, and given Javier a thumbs up behind Esteban's back. How did one explain to Mr. Lust the possibility of sleeping with someone without fucking the person mindlessly?


  Now, he found himself standing next to Esteban in front of a big stone townhouse. Like most houses on that street, it had a staircase leading from the sidewalk to the door, which opened in a small foyer that led to another staircase. A door next to the interior staircase opened and Diego walked through it.


  His brother-in-law had the most warming smile he'd ever seen in anyone, and Javier was grateful for the fact that he didn't look at all like Mauricio. They had different fathers, so while Mauricio was tall and light skinned, Diego at about five feet tall plus some inches, barely reached Javier's shoulder. He hugged him closely, and Javier welcomed the embrace. He needed that warm body offering comfort without sexual expectancies from either party. Diego felt skinnier than he remembered him, and he had dark circles under his eyes, which were obvious despite his olive skin.


  "It's so nice to see you, Javier."


  His voice was soft-spoken, but full of energy.


  "Yes, I'm glad to be here too."


  "How are you doing?"


  "Much better."


  They separated and Diego looked him up and down as if doing his own evaluation. His black eyes were wise beyond his age, and his shoulder length dark hair started to show some gray. In that moment, Javier realized that he had the same nose as Mauricio, fine, but aquiline.


  Dressed in a beige turtleneck and jeans, he looked younger than the forty-something Javier knew he was. He held him once more before letting him free— Diego's complete persona was beautiful, inside and out.


  "Let's go in; I prepared that gingerbread you like so much."


  In that moment, Esteban asked Diego for the key to his place. "As usual, I forgot mine."


  Diego searched the multitude of keys with colored labels hanging from his belt, picked one and handed it to Esteban. To Javier he said, "Come with me, let me show you where you will be staying."


  Esteban had climbed a few steps before turning around and saying, "Javier, this is the best place for you right now, trust me. Diego is a better friend than me. See you around."


  He went upstairs leaving Javier disturbed. That was it. He'd handed him to someone else and left. Not that Javier knew him better than Diego. Good, if he didn't want him around, so be it.


  While drinking coffee and eating gingerbread, Javier met some of the other residents of the house. There were two young women living with Diego on the first floor. In addition, on the second floor, two other older women with what Javier counted as seven children. Diego explained to Javier that the Hidalgo Foundation had a shelter for the homeless, but that sometimes if the place was full, he brought home some families until they could find a permanent home.


  One of the young women got close to Diego, and interlacing her hand with his, leaned against Diego's side, while looking inquisitively at Javier.


  "This is my girlfriend, Carly. Honey, this is Javier. Remember? I told you about him."


  She rubbed herself some more against Diego, while saying, "Hi."


  Javier had seen that look before, it could be translated as 'what a waste you're gay'.


  In the next hour, her hold on Diego increased, and Javier wondered if Raul got it all wrong. It was Carly keeping Diego, not the other way around.


  Diego seemed so delighted with his presence, he asked Javier to move in with him permanently. He would have his own room, small, but private. When Javier asked how much rent he would have to pay, Diego explained, "Nothing. You can contribute some cash for the utilities, and bring food for everyone if you want, but there is no rent to pay."


  "None? How come?"


  "Well, the house is paid in full. Well, there are the taxes, and other stuff, but there is a fund for that too."


  When Javier continued looking at him without understanding, Diego elaborated some more, "This house was Esteban's great grandmothers' home. She wanted to leave it to him, but because of his priesthood, anything he inherited would become the church's property. She willed it to me, but it's his home. Anyway, I've lived here most of my life too."


  These were interesting anecdotes. Diego told him many more, which expanded Javier's understanding of the relationship of the Alvarez brothers and the Hidalgo family. Diego's mom had rented the second floor of that same house when she was pregnant with Mauricio. She'd been abandoned by Diego's father because she got regnant by someone else, who deserted her too.


  "Don't get me wrong, she is a great woman. When I was growing up, she kept two jobs to support us."


  Javier listened to Diego's account of their childhood, which had been easier, thanks to the support the Hidalgo family provided. Doña Vibi had always made sure they got enough to eat.


  "Food is essential to that family. That's the thing I remember the most, there was always so much food around."


  Diego had added with a wide smile, while he gave Javier a tour of the town. The Hidalgo family owned many properties in the four towns of the waterfront, mostly in Hoboken and Jersey City, including some businesses.


  Diego explained that the main business they had was importing goods from Spain: wine, olive oil, Spanish confectionery, et cetera. For decades, they had a chain of restaurants, but the recession had affected them, so only one Hidalgo Spanish Italian restaurant remained in Hoboken.


  "The others," Diego had paused before saying, "That evil creature turned them into strip clubs, or gentlemen clubs as they are called today."


  The evil creature was Raul, whose name Diego rarely pronounced, he was always referred to using some bad appellative. When Diego and Carly left to go shopping for the baby, Javier went upstairs and knocked on Esteban's door.


  As soon as Esteban opened it he said, "I'm on my way out."


  "Are you dismissing me?"


  "No, it's the truth, I'm going to my parent's house. I must explain my decision to a few members of my family. After that, I have a few choices of places I can work as a teacher, all around the country."


  "I didn't know you were also a teacher."


  "Well, I'm a Jesuit… I guess I've never stopped being one. Besides my law degree, I have a doctorate in theology, I can teach in any college or university." He shrugged. "It's a matter of checking which of my friends who left the priesthood before me are now working at universities, and could hire me or recommend me."


  "If you leave Hoboken, please take me with you."


  Esteban's gaze slid away from Javier as he explained.


  "Javier, you have to stay with Diego in the meantime, otherwise everybody is going to think I left the church for you, and that is not true."


  "I don't care if they think that."


  Esteban's gaze returned to meet Javier's eyes while he pressed his lips together.


  "But I do."


  Sighing Javier agreed.


  "Okay. I'll stay with Diego, he asked me to move in with him before, but I didn't want to bother him."


  "It's okay, he'll be pleased to have you around."


  Javier held his hand. "After your family gets used to the idea that you're no longer a priest, can we live together?"


  Esteban looked back at him in silence and Javier continued.


  "Esteban, I'm tired of being this sad because I'm alone. You're the only person I can relate to, not even Diego makes me feel as at ease as you do. I want to have someone to live for, to fight for, please Esteban."


  Suddenly, Javier remembered his status, and let go of Esteban's hand.


  "Oh, God. I forgot the whole HIV thing. I'm sorry, the idea of not seeing you got me crazy, I can't move in with you."


  This time Javier got Esteban's attention for sure.


  "Javier, being honest, I don't know if sex is in our future, even if we live together. I'm not sure how I will ever see sex as something normal after so many years of abstinence."


  Javier smiled and declared enthusiastically.


  "That makes you my perfect partner."


  "I don't know, Javier. This is unexpected for me, and I'm used to planning my life to the smallest detail."


  Javier sulked, and said, "It's because of the virus, right?"


  Esteban surprised him when he leaned forward and hugged him, pressing his cheek to Javier's face, but keeping their lower bodies separated.


  "Listen, Javier, if we ever do it, there is safe sex is for this type of case, right?"


  "Yes, there is, but there is always a risk, and I would never date anyone who is HIV negative. I'm sorry for being this bold, when I know this might be so awkward to you."


  Esteban shook his head. "Your HIV status is the least of my worries, I can live with that."


  "Are you sure?"


  "Yes. I need time to think about if I want to share my life with you, that's all. If I decide to give us a chance, I won't be a coward again, it won't be easy, but I'm willing to give it a try."


  This time Javier wasn't so sure anymore. "But the risk…"


  "I'll take the chance if I think we could have a future together."


  "And if you don't?"


  "I'll leave you alone to find someone who can make you happy."


  Feeling Esteban's warm body so close, Javier muttered. "Perhaps, I'm not worthy of you."


  Esteban broke the embrace, and looking him in the eyes, cupped Javier's face in his hand while stroking his skin with the thumb from the same hand.


  "You are so worthy for me that I want the best for you, and I don't think I'm the best you can get. You're still young, and you can do better."


  Then slowly he leaned forward and tentatively pressed his lips over Javier's mouth. The tender kiss lasted only seconds, and without another word, Esteban walked away and went down stairs.


  Esteban kissed him!


  Javier stayed in the same spot long after Esteban was gone. That was all he could think of, and he hadn't reacted in time. If he ever got that close to him again, Javier wasn't going to let it go so easy.


  CHAPTER 7


  During the following weeks, it seemed as if Esteban had given up on him. He'd stayed mostly at his parent's house, and when he came around, they were never alone. More than once, Javier caught Esteban watching him when he thought nobody noticed and it wasn't Javier's imagination, there was a longing in Esteban's gaze that contradicted his actions, as if he said with his eyes what his mouth held back.


  The press problem was solved after Esteban let them follow him around on a couple of occasions. Javier had watched on the local news how the reporter complained of Esteban's stoicism; nothing she had said seemed to impress the former priest. Diego had laughed at her astounded expression as the TV crew followed Esteban, who ignored them and walked as if they were ghosts he couldn't perceive.


  The last time she covered him, she practically closed the case saying that his quitting the church probably had been a coincidence, and that she would be covering the trial, which was the real news.


  Javier reflected on the news against his own situation with Esteban as a real impossibility. The man had a will of steel and few things really touched him. He considered himself lucky because he'd witnessed a weakness nobody else had.


  The following week Javier started working with Diego at the Hidalgo's Foundation, where Esteban was in charge of the legal department. A job he had done part time, but now was his only one. Javier wondered if he would stay around or travel like he said he wanted to do.


  Little by little, Javier had started to know the Hidalgo family. Some were nicer than others, but all had welcomed him.


  One day Diego told him, "Javier, listen, I'm trying to help here, but you must let me help you."


  "I'm okay. I don't know why you are so concerned."


  "Because it has been more than a year since my brother died, and you're still mourning like it was yesterday."


  "Diego, I loved Mauricio."


  Javier wanted to be honest and confess he was sad for someone else's absence, but didn't feel like speaking about Esteban yet.


  Diego frowned, and Javier worried that he offended his brother-in-law. His next words kind of confirmed that.


  "He was my only brother, and I miss him too. You have no idea how many times I reached for my phone to call him during those first days. I knew he was dead, but a part of me refused to admit it, and continued thinking of things I wanted to share."


  "I'm sorry, Diego."


  "No, don't be. What I want is you to be active, really interested in doing things. Don't you think it is time for you to play again?"


  "Am I becoming a burden for you?"


  "No. Javier it's not about me, it's you; this was exactly what Mauricio feared would happen with you, that you would become depressed and waste your life away."


  "If you want I can move out, I'll find another place."


  "No, please stay. You are a big help with the foundation, and the kids love you. Besides, I need your company."


  "We need each other."


  That was true, because Carly had gone back to school, which was great for her future as Diego told Javier, but she usually came home only at dinner time. At first, Javier had been glad, because Carly seemed openly jealous of him. it took weeks for her to accept that Javier wasn't going to take Diego away.


  The future mother simply didn't like anybody getting close to Diego, she left the room every time Esteban came around, which Diego justified by saying it was because Esteban reminded her of Raul. Esteban attributed her unfriendly attitude to her pregnancy and didn't get offended.


  The baby issue had been solved for the time being. Raul had sent Carly a big basket of flowers and an "I'm sorry" note. She had melted while Diego almost had a heart attack. Javier had learned that Raul's favorite name for Diego had been for years, Esteban's whore. Which now he knew wasn't true, but he wondered how many thought otherwise.


  When Raul showed up, he had a proposal for the couple. Javier had been there and as soon as Raul said he wanted to speak to Carly and Diego, he headed for the door, but Raul stopped him.


  "Javier, please stay, because I need a witness."


  "A witness? Why?"


  Javier didn't understand what exactly he wanted from him, so Raul explained.


  "I had violent fights with Diego in the past, but I've never been violent with a woman. I don't want these two saying otherwise with only their word as evidence."


  Diego winced and gestured at Raul while saying, "And you came in peace? This is ridiculous."


  Raul replied with a calm attitude. "You were the one who told Esteban about getting a restraining order against me."


  Diego shook his head. "I don't think it's prudent to involve Javier in our business."


  Raul pointed at Javier. "He already knows the details of what happened."


  Javier looked at Diego, who inquired amazed. "You knew?"


  "Yes, I was there when Raul told Esteban. Do you want me to stay as a witness?"


  "I have no problem," Diego walked to Carly and changing his tone to a tender one, asked, "What about you, Carly?"


  She shrugged and pursed her lips. "Whatever."


  Javier wondered what these men could find in her, she wasn't a pretty girl, the only thing she had was her youth, which in his opinion wasn't a quality. Regardless of her pregnancy, she stayed thin as a model, and even if he didn't find women attractive, he knew when someone had a nice body. She didn't. Her breasts were tiny, and his own ass probably looked better.


  Javier shook his head. He usually didn't think like that about people, his thoughts were a reflection of her attitude. He sat on a couch and listened to their arguments without paying attention until Carly exclaimed, "Two daddies! That's perfect, because I have two and it has been great, I've always gotten more presents than other kids."


  Jesus! What had Raul offered? Javier paid attention this time as Diego was speaking.


  "Raul, are you sure?" Cool, he said his name. Javier was amazed by the second, but Raul wasn't.


  It was the first time Javier witnessed them exchanging anything other than insults. So he listened when Raul answered, "Yes, if you are. Think about it, you will be the legal father, no matter if I'm the biological, and I will give you a sum every month to help with the baby's support, voluntary, of course."


  Diego observed him suspiciously.


  "That sounds too good to be true."


  Raul seemed to be losing the patience he showed until then.


  "Ask Esteban if there is a way I can commit without going to court, since you will never take my word for real."


  Then Carly spoke for the first time, standing next to Raul and stroking his arm absentmindedly.


  "I believe you, Raul."


  Carly was clinging to him and Javier wondered if he should leave before they engaged in another threesome. Surprisingly, Raul seemed to be cold toward her, not rude, simply distant. Slowly, as if he didn't want to upset her, he removed her delicate hand from his arm and said staring at Diego, "I won't deceive you about this. If you assumed the baby's paternity, I will provide anything financial."


  Diego pulled Carly to his side and hugging her said, "Sure, I will be the baby's father, but I have a question."


  Raul narrowed his eyes before inviting him. "Go ahead."


  "Will you be part of the baby's life?"


  Apparently, the other expected another question, because he said, "I don't know yet."


  Diego insisted. "I need to know."


  While he talked Diego held Carly from behind and she leaned against him, they both were about the same height, so her head could easily rest on Diego's right shoulder. They looked good together, and when he caressed her belly and nudged her nape, Javier thought he knew what they found in one another. Comfort.


  Raul pressed his full lips together and stared at them, before explaining.


  "Well, I have four boys, if he is a boy, you might want him to meet and play with his brothers, if the baby is a girl, I still want them to meet her, just in case, so they know who their sister is."


  As soon as Raul gave his response, he started walking toward the door as if he couldn't wait to escape. Diego followed him.


  "What about you, Raul?"


  He whirled from the very door and said, "Listen, Diego, you wanted a child, right? Yes, I know, you did. Now you got it thanks to me and I'll never take it away from you. So, stop pushing me, we cross that bridge when we get there."


  "If you don't burn it first."


  Raul scowled and left without looking back.


  Javier didn't know what to think about the whole drama, but Carly was extra happy for some reason only she knew, while Diego seemed worried. Javier patted him on the shoulder before going to his room. "Everything will be all right, and if Raul doesn't behave, Esteban will make sure he does."


  It had been then when Diego suggested Javier perform his music for the Hidalgo family, in particular, Doña Elvira, who as a benefactor for a few symphony orchestras in the Tri-state area, could recommend him as an orchestral musician, even if Javier only wanted the position part time. The woman was also Esteban's father's mother, and the bane of Doña Vibi's existence. The mother-in-law from hell, as Esteban's mother declared constantly.


  "You're talented, I can't let that talent go to waste," had been Diego's motto until Javier accepted to do a mini concerto for the family. For Javier, knowing Esteban was going to attend was his only real motivation. Diego and he put together two musical pieces from the Baroque period. Diego played the oboe while Javier performed his violin.


  Diego had said that Doña Elvira was like a queen, indeed, her family was part of the Spanish aristocracy. She came to America as one of those Spanish brides the Hidalgos imported. The house was pretty, and she sat on a high chair with all the dignity of a lady. All the members of the family Javier knew were there, and some new faces he hadn't seen before. Apparently, every Sunday after church the huge family met at the matriarchal home.


  Doña Vibi sat next to Sergio and smiled at Javier, her presence was a welcoming one.


  Together with Doña Camila, Esteban's aunt, Doña Vibi had been the friendliest person he met so far. And the only woman in that room dressed in bright colors, all the others wore black, gray or white. Diego explained that since the family was so big, they were always mourning for someone, so the older women never wore colored dresses.


  He noticed Esteban taking a seat next to his aunt and smiled briefly at him. He seemed nervous and Javier didn't blame him, there was something in Doña Elvira that would intimidate anybody. Javier thanked his ruthless upbringing, because she didn't scare him at all. His father trained him to interact with the rich and powerful without hesitation.


  Diego had mentioned that if he got on her good side, he didn't need to worry about the rest of the family, she would protect him. She had done it with him. And the woman confirmed it herself when she told Camila before the concert started, "With Diego I always knew what to expect, he never wore any disguise. So, I never had any false expectation with him, and he never deceived me."


  Javier knew that she was targeting Esteban, who remained calm as if she wasn't referring to him. And that was only for leaving the Church, what if she ever learned about Esteban's homosexuality; Javier rather didn't imagine that. He knew of people who accepted gays as long as they didn't belong to their own family. As weird as it sounded, he had the hunch this was the case in the Hidalgo family. They had their own version of "Don't Ask Don't Tell".


  Javier and Diego finished playing their small concerto, and the lady of the house asked Javier to improvise something by himself. He interpreted Albinoni's adagio and everybody but Doña Elvira applauded. Since she didn't, the others stopped at once. She spoke, looking at Javier with those inquisitive dark eyes.


  "That's all your repertoire?"


  "No, ma'am, I had more pieces similar to this one."


  "Do you have anything more classic?"


  Before Javier could answer, Esteban intervened, "Grandma, I think that's enough."


  She looked at Esteban silently and ignored his comment, going back to Javier.


  "Is there anything else you can interpret for me?"


  Javier knew she was pushing him, but that was nothing compared to what Luis Lozano, his father, had done all his life.


  So he delivered. "Yes, there is a piece I've been practicing in case I have to audition. Please allow me to perform it for you."


  She simply waved her hand, and he refused to look at Esteban, because he needed all his concentration for this one.


  It was one of the most difficult concerts for a violinist to perform, and he had worked very hard on it, but it wasn't perfect yet. His hand trembled a little when he positioned the bow, but once he started to play, he closed his eyes and forgot anything except the music.


  Tchaikovsky’s Violin Concerto meant so much to Javier. It had been written by Tchaikovsky with the collaboration of his lover, Iosif Kotek, a violinist, who because of the time they lived, refused to accept Tchaikovsky's dedication of the concerto, or to play it in public. The concerto would be the only one Tchaikovsky wrote for violin. And Javier considered it an example of something magnificent inspired by forbidden love, and created by two men that had to hide their feelings.


  Javier chose the allegro moderato because he could play it without reading the music, and it usually impressed anybody who listened to it. He played for about four minutes, and since he only knew the part of the concertmaster, he stopped right where the orchestra would have joined him.


  After he stopped, there was a deep silence in the room. He opened his eyes and found Esteban staring at him in awe, as the rest of the members of the family, including Doña Elvira broke the silence applauding.


  Javier briefly bowed from his seat, and after the room became silent again, Doña Elvira told Javier, "You're a virtuoso, Javier Lozano."


  She extended her hand and Javier wasn't sure if he should kiss it or shake it, so he simply grasped it and briefly shook it. She smiled for the first time and said, "Welcome to our family."


  After that, all the other women were all over her, and Diego pulled Javier to the side.


  "You did it! That was amazing. You're in."


  "What?"


  "You're part of the family. Ask for anything, and they will help you get it."


  Well, the only thing he really wanted from the Hidalgos probably wasn't for the taking, and it had a name, Esteban Hidalgo, who remained away from him to Javier's dismay. The game of hiding wasn't for him, he understood that if these people knew what he felt for Esteban or what Esteban could feel for him, they would despise him, but hiding his feelings was something he didn't like doing.


  The next afternoon Esteban sent Javier a text message, asking him to meet him at his place after work. When Javier came back from the foundation, he kept going upstairs.


  "I'm so glad to see you alone again."


  Javier couldn't hide his excitement while Esteban's expression was stern and controlled as usual. Javier didn't care, he placed both hands around Esteban's neck while his warm lips were feathering kisses over his mouth. Unexpectedly Esteban pulled him against his body, and started meeting him kiss for kiss, until Javier decided that it was time to deepen the caress.


  The tip of his tongue taunted the seam of Esteban's lips, until he parted them, letting him explore his mouth. It took only a brief stroking to get Esteban's tongue engaged with his. Well, Esteban knew how to kiss, what else could he possibly know; Javier couldn't wait to find out.


  His hand and hips were joining the passionate encounter as he pulled the front of Esteban's shirt out of his pants, putting his hand under it and feeling the firm abdominal muscles. Great. He had nice abs, firm without the bulking of a workout maniac. Javier slipped his hand beyond Esteban's bellybutton encountering a dusting of hair under his fingers, and held his breath anticipating what he was about to touch, but the only thing he felt, was Esteban's hand firmly stopping him.


  Javier broke the kiss to look Esteban straight in the eyes.


  "Why? Is because of the HIV?"


  "No. It's better if we stop this here and now. No more sexual references Javier, and no more kisses."


  "Why do you want to stop now? Are you trying to play hard to get?"


  "Of course not! Forget the attraction between us. It only exists in your mind."


  "And this is my imagination too?"


  Javier pointed his index to Esteban's obvious hard bulge between his legs. Esteban shifted the weight between his feet, as if with it he could get the hard-on to go away.


  "Javier, there is no point denying it, because you already guessed it."


  "Your lack of experience? There is always a first time for everyone!"


  Esteban held Javier's gaze when he said. "That's the problem. I've been thinking, as I told you, what to do about us. I want that experience to be unique, with someone special, someone I really love. Not some casual liaison."


  Javier blurted with the frustration he felt, "I don't intend some casual liaison. If you make love with me, I promise I'll do my best to make it special."


  Again with a stern voice, Esteban told him, "I don't want to get involved with someone as young as you. I think you should find love with someone closer to your age. That's what I wanted to tell you, Javier. Don't wait for me in case you've been doing that."


  Javier was able to hold his gaze afterward for only a few seconds. This could not be happening to him. He'd never felt this way. Never. A simple touch could send him to heaven, and when it was gone, he plummeted to hell.


  ****


  Esteban witnessed how Javier's eyes were bright, as if Javier were teary eyed, but he couldn't confirm it, because Javier turned around.


  Too late, Esteban realized how hard those words had been on Javier. Even to him they had been hard to say. He got close to him and tried to put a hand on his shoulder, Javier shook it off almost violently. Still without looking back, he said with a broken voice.


  "No! I've had enough of your merciful touches. I guess it should have been hard for you to kiss a HIV positive person. Stupid me!"


  Esteban didn't expect Javier's pain would hurt him too, but it did.


  "Javier, this has nothing to do with you being HIV positive, it's because of the differences between us. You're a talented musician that one day will be traveling the world with your music. You're too young to be involved in a relationship with someone like me, someone who right now can't offer you anything."


  "How could I ever think you would feel the same for me? Diego is so right. I guess he knows you really well!"


  "Did you talk with Diego about us?"


  "There is not an 'us'. This is a misunderstanding which only exists in my mind, correct?"


  "Javier, are you crying?"


  "Of course not, I don't cry, and I'm not going to begin now."


  "What did Diego say to you?"


  "Diego said that you would never accept a relationship with me, and that you would hide me more than Mauricio did. He also thinks that the age difference is important, and that you wouldn't take me seriously."


  Esteban shook his head, and regardless of Javier's struggles, put his hands on his shoulders. Javier stopped struggling, and allowed Esteban hands on him, while staring at the skies in the window in front of them, without seeing anything.


  "Javier, I didn't explain myself properly. The reason I wanted to talk with you today, is because I've been thinking about our situation carefully, and deciding what to tell you has not been easy."


  He paused, and Javier didn't move, so Esteban continued. "I can't be the lover you want, but we could be friends."


  Javier chuckled. "Friends? I have too many already. Besides, I can't be your friend. Why is it so hard to understand what I want from you?"


  "Javier, I do enjoy talking with you. And since we must continue seeing each other because of the foundation, it's better if we are friends."


  Javier stiffened. "That wouldn't be necessary, I've been offered a position with the Philadelphia's Center City Orchestra, and I'm taking it."


  Suddenly, Esteban knew he didn't want to really let him go.


  "Please don't go unless you really want it. Your presence it not a problem for me, like I said, I want your friendship."


  This time Javier turned around and shouted, "And I want your love!"


  He had been crying. Esteban was surprised to confirm the tears still rolling down Javier's sad face. He looked so vulnerable, and precious, that without thinking Esteban raised a hand to wipe away some tears. When Javier felt the contact, he withdrew like it burned.


  "You know what, Esteban. Even if you don't love me, I want you to fuck me, yes, that's what I want the most from you."


  After a few seconds of staring at Javier's heaving figure, Esteban remarked. "I'm sorry, Javier, but friendship is all you can have from me."


  Javier went to full sarcastic mode. "Would you like us to exchange little romantic letters too? Another twenty years of those?"


  Esteban couldn't believe he was going there, so he simply answered, "No, times have changed."


  "Great. Maybe we can e-mail one another, or even better, we can send texts to each other. Safe enough, Esteban?"


  When Esteban's mouth became a thin line and he didn't say anything. Javier kept going.


  "Before you told me, 'I'm not Mauricio'. Guess what? I'm not Mauricio either!"


  Esteban felt the rage slowly replacing the passion that had overwhelmed him before.


  "I would appreciate if you never mock the correspondence I exchanged with Mauricio. Because you have no idea of how important those letters were for me."


  "I guess the illusion of having an affair with Mauricio helped you to stay celibate, right."


  "That's none of your business." Esteban nearly growled and Javier looked at him provocatively.


  "I'm tired of being your favorite charity. I'm leaving now, and if you ever call me back, you know what I want."


  Esteban muttered. "I'm sorry Javier. This was doomed from the beginning."


  Esteban watched him as he left, hating himself for not accepting Javier's love, when for the first time, he had found someone he really was intrigued with. Someone he would do anything to discover, and explore in a very intimate way. Will he lose him to a younger love like he lost Mauricio to Javier? Irony of ironies, he was walking the same path once again, but for some reason, this time it hurt more, and the attraction was irresistible.


  He truly had thought about a possible future with Javier, but due to their current situation it was cruel to tie the young man to him. Especially after witnessing how talented Javier was, even if it caused him pain, he had to set him free.


  The sensation of Javier's lips on his lasted days, and Esteban couldn't stop thinking about Javier. Especially during the nights, he'd felt his presence. He quivered all over, and he opened his eyes. This had never happened to him before. What was this strange feeling that moved every inch of him until settling on his groin? He was hard, and he hated to be aroused. For years he'd accepted the church's idea of self-pleasuring as being a form of self-abuse. If one did it willingly, it was considered a mortal sin. In the past, he resisted doing anything about it unless he could not control it anymore. Tonight, he didn't have a choice, unless he wanted to call Javier back. No, that was not an option either.


  He lifted his hips from the bed and pulled down his pajama pants until his cock throbbed and bobbed free. He gasped, spreading the warm wetness of pre-come leaking from the slit and stroked the length of it frantically until he settled for a quick rhythm, as his palm rubbed up and down the smoothness of his shaft.


  "Javier, what have you done to me?" He yelled into the empty room and nearly convulsed while coming.


  CHAPTER 8


  One night a few weeks later, Javier knocked on Esteban's door and walked in barefoot. Esteban frowned, looking at his feet. "Where are your shoes?"


  "I didn't get them because I jumped out of bed in a hurry."


  "It's still cold to go around like that, here, you can have my slippers, I'll put some shoes on."


  Javier followed him to the bedroom, and watched him changing his shoes after handing Javier a pair of socks from a drawer.


  "Why did you leave in a rush? A nightmare?"


  "Nearly. Raul is downstairs."


  "What?"


  Esteban was heading for the door, but Javier put his palm over his chest stopping him.


  "Wait! I reacted the same way, and went to see what was going on when I heard their voices."


  "Where is Carly?"


  "She's with her mom tonight."


  "Okay, but Raul and Diego can hurt each other."


  Javier hesitated, but finally said, "I've never heard of anybody hurting another while kissing."


  Esteban froze in awe. "You're kidding me?"


  "No. Why do you think I'm here? I would have never left Diego alone if they were truly fighting, but they are not."


  Esteban sat on the bed. "Kissing?"


  "Yes, old fashioned French kissing. When I heard a silence I went to see if they had knocked each other out, but no, Raul got Diego against the wall, in a very erotic pose."


  "How is that possible, I mean, those two hate one another."


  "How? I have a very good idea, allow me to demonstrate."


  Javier pulled him until Esteban stood, pushed him against the nearest wall, and catching him off guard covered Esteban's mouth with his own. Unlike the last time they kissed, Esteban took the lead and searched for Javier's tongue.


  Esteban ended the kiss and said, "We're not supposed to do this, remember?"


  "If those two are making out downstairs, why couldn't we?"


  "They are about the same age."


  "Esteban stop using that stupid excuse to avoid me. Tell me the truth, it's the least you owe me."


  He circled Javier and stood in front of the dresser, where he smacked both fists on and leant forward, burying his head into his hands. Javier stood next to him.


  "What is wrong with you?" Javier asked with concern.


  "Everything. I tried to tell my father that I want to be out. He knows I'm gay, but he also knows I control my impulses. I went to see him and I talked, and talked, and at the end, I didn't say anything. Damn it! I'm a coward. If I can't tell him, there is no way I'll ever tell anybody else that I want to share my life with another man. I simply cannot do it."


  Javier stood behind him and embraced him, leaning his head on his back.


  "Is it because of that you've been rejecting me? It's okay, Esteban. I understand."


  Slowly Esteban faced him while shaking his head.


  "It's not fair. If you are with me, we will never be able to be out. We'll be living in a closet, and this isn't fair for you." Esteban stared at Javier's eyes, before finishing, "I can't ask you to continue hiding for anybody's benefit. I know what Mauricio did to you."


  Javier felt touched by Esteban's consideration, but if that was the only thing standing between them, it didn't really matter.


  "Esteban, I know life isn't fair, that was the first lesson I learned." Javier leaned forward and pressed his face to Esteban's shoulder, feeling the embrace he craved for weeks.


  "I know it is impossible for you to be out. After spending time with your family, I understand your concern."


  "Are you sure?"


  "Yes. If I have to choose between having you in secret, and not having you at all, the choice is clear."


  Right then they heard steps going down, the front door closing and a car starting. They peeked out the windows; it was Raul's car.


  Javier said, "I'll be right back, I'm going to check to see if Diego is okay."


  He went downstairs and found Diego sitting on a sofa wrapped in a blanket nursing a cup of tea. The black eyes avoided Javier when he said, "I thought you were sleeping."


  "I was, but I heard your voices. I'm sorry for intruding, I simply want to know if you're okay."


  Diego took a sip of tea before answering. "I am just a little embarrassed because I have no idea what you witnessed."


  "Not much, I went upstairs when you guys started kissing against the kitchen wall."


  Javier noticed how Diego's hand quivered as he sipped his tea.


  "Diego, is he forcing you, I mean, he is obviously using you, right?"


  Diego shook his head. "No. We use each other in a way only we know. Don't worry, Javier. When Raul was born, I already knew how to ride a bike."


  "And what does that has to do with anything?"


  "As the Spanish saying goes, the devil knows more because he's older than from being the devil."


  Javier narrowed his eyes, and shook his head. He didn't get the saying, but Diego got him.


  "I left the box of condoms on the kitchen counter, help yourself, I'm going to bed to dream with my own devil."


  Javier opened his mouth to deny his intentions, but Esteban walked right in. Diego looked from one to another and said, "I'm okay. You know better than anyone that Raul doesn't defeat me in a fight."


  Esteban nodded, but asked. "Do you know how serious is this game you're playing, Diego? He would never—"


  Diego raised a hand in a gesture that spoke by itself, "I know. Unlike us, you two have a chance. You need to talk, and it's better if you do it in neutral territory. Good night."


  They both watched Diego going to his room.


  CHAPTER 9


  "Are you sure he's all right?" Esteban questioned Javier.


  "Yes, something tells me they've been playing this game for a while."


  "God! I can't believe Raul never told me about this."


  "Well, Diego didn't say much either. I guess they prefer actions to words."


  Esteban smiled, and Javier moved closer. "Like Diego says, come and join the dark side, we have condoms, even flavored ones."


  This time Esteban laughed. "Oh, God. You guys are nuts. Who would buy flavored condoms?"


  "We, the sensualists."


  "I'm glad Diego found someone who speaks his language and understands his lifestyle."


  Esteban walked to the window from where only the lights from the river were visible, and leaning against the wall next to it asked, "Is there anything you want to say, Javier?"


  Javier walked and stood in front of him and without a word leaned back, resting into the strong, warm support of Esteban's chest, as he slowly began to brush his butt against Esteban's crotch. For Esteban it was totally new.


  He had never seen anyone undulating his hips like that in that provocative way— especially not against him.


  "Talking is the last thing I want to do with you tonight," Javier moaned.


  "Turn around and stop doing that, face me."


  Shaking his head slowly, Javier rotated his hips against him once more. Esteban could feel Javier's toned buttocks massaging his upper legs and even higher. Much to his dismay, Esteban found himself chasing the round shape of Javier's butt, while Javier continued his slow silent dance.


  Esteban was taking it fine, but Javier went further. He raised his ass cheeks up to Esteban's zipper. Focusing the sweeping there, in order to get a response out of Esteban who realized his own body was responding. So, he extended his hand reaching Javier's palm. The touch made them both feel unexpected delightful waves all over.


  "All right, you win. Your place or mine?"


  He meant to sound experienced. What was wrong with him? Javier got near him, and he started acting like a teenager. Maybe that was his problem, Esteban skipped that part of his life.


  "Allow me to corrupt you, Esteban."


  Javier was smiling while saying this, but there was no jest in the intense gaze that thrilled Esteban, or the warm palms that slowly caressed Esteban's arms up and down.


  "Please give me a chance, one night, and if you like it, we take it from there, if you don't, we won't ever mention it."


  Unsure of the proper thing to say, Esteban nodded.


  "I can't pretend anymore that I'm not affected by you. Let's go to my place then."


  "Sure, give me a second, I need to get something from the kitchen."


  Javier winked, and said, "Your curiosity about the flavored condoms is about to be sated."


  He smiled at that too, but who was he fooling? Deep inside, Esteban knew he enjoyed Javier's mouth more than anything he had ever felt.


  ****


  A few minutes later, lying over the bed, Esteban kept his eyes closed while his mouth was gasping for air and muttering unintelligible sounds. Javier looked up to see Esteban's strong profile, and his mouth, which he would have loved to kiss if he didn't have his own filled with Esteban's cock.


  The temptation to remove the flavored condom was great, he wanted to taste him, but he would have to limit himself to what he'd done before - sucking a finger with pre-come.


  Besides, the strawberry condom tasted great, and what mattered was the pleasure he'd delivered. Not having experienced this before without a condom, Esteban couldn't tell the difference, and yes, that was a big plus. Javier went up and down, without using hands, only his mouth, and his tongue to lick the head, sucking it, circling before repeating it again.


  He had gotten everything he needed in Diego's kitchen, including lube. Apparently, Diego never made it to the bedroom.


  He felt Esteban tensing and let go of his shaft.


  Javier put a condom over his own cock, to catch his release when it happened, to avoid spurting semen all over the place, and not spreading the virus. It was the first time he had done this since he knew he was a carrier, and it was hard to not lose himself in the passion and forget about the precautions.


  He stroked Esteban's cock and checked that the condom was in place, before moving forward and straddling his hips. Javier took a moment to look at the full length of the lean, muscular body under his. A body which was the most beautiful Javier had ever seen, and he'd seen many. Also Esteban without clothes looked younger.


  Esteban was expecting Javier's next move, so he nervously asked. "Why did you stop? What's next?"


  There in his eyes was the care and desire Javier craved for so long.


  Sitting next to him, Javier took one of Esteban's hands, sensually using it to caress his own face, kissing the fingers. Esteban used his fingers to caress Javier's face, continuing all the way down to his chest. Javier moaned in pleasure. In no time, Javier was all over him, entertaining his hands with each inch of Esteban's flesh. He began to kiss him all over, until the point Esteban said. "Javier, I don't think I will last long if you continue that."


  The answer was expected. "No problem, we can begin again."


  There was some hesitation in every one of Esteban's caresses.


  "Why are you back to your timid self?" Javier asked him concerned.


  Esteban admitted. "I'm not sure about what comes next. I mean, I read a lot on the subject, but…" When he trailed off, Javier took his hand, while saying, "Hmm, you've been reading porn? Don't worry. Touch me here. I'll teach you to do something I've done many times, but never to myself."


  He opened his legs and guided Esteban's fingers to his entrance.


  ****


  Esteban waited so long for this moment, but he was anxious—worried about his performance. What if he did something wrong? Feeling both excited and surprised, he paid attention to where his hand was guided. He knew Javier was open-minded about things, but this was still beyond his wildest expectations.


  With another naughty look, Javier spread lube over his fingers. The rest he put over Esteban's length. And then any innocence Esteban might have left was gone. He learned how to stretch a sphincter with Javier's experienced fingers guiding his. None of the books Esteban read about sex explained in detail how to do that. One thing that surprised Esteban was how smooth but strong Javier's asshole felt.


  Javier had been so patient with him before, but now was the decisive moment. When he noticed Javier trying to straddle him, he offered, "You can sit over me, it's fine."


  Pleased, Javier obeyed. Letting his knees bend over Esteban's legs, above his hardened cock. Javier gave him another hint. "Once you are inside me, you must wait until I tell you before moving."


  Esteban nodded, and realized how Javier seemed to keep his desire under strict control.


  He watched how he squatted over him, holding himself with a hand on Esteban's leg while he slowly impaled himself onto him. From his position on the bed, Esteban observed, fascinated by how his shaft penetrated Javier. Esteban was struck. The feeling was overwhelming. He had imagined it was going to feel good, but this was over-the-top. After that, Javier leaned forward and put both hands over Esteban's shoulders, closing his eyes. Esteban reached out, combing Javier's hair with his long fingers, and Javier opened his eyes and rasped, "I want to enjoy this to the fullest, in case you regret it and this becomes a one night stand."


  Holding Javier's face in his hands, Esteban said, "There is no reason to be concerned. I resisted my attraction for you at first, but once I realized my feelings for you, I'll never regret anything that happens between us."


  "You cared about me back then? Oh, if I had known, I wouldn't have left you like that."


  Esteban smiled and muttered huskily, "As painful as it was, it was better that way because I wasn't ready yet for you."


  He caressed Javier's back with the tip of his fingers, and moistening his lips with his tongue, he begged, "Javier, kiss me."


  Javier inclined forward and kissed him, as if it was the impulse he needed, Esteban grabbed his lips with his, in a hungry kiss. Since the first time he'd seen that mouth he wanted to kiss him like this. When his tongue found Javier's, Esteban realized that Javier forgot all restraint and pressed against his length until he thrust deeper.


  This was great, amazing. He distracted himself looking for words to describe it because he felt he wouldn't last long if he put all his thoughts into the feeling of Javier's tight innermost self wrapped around him. He recalled Javier's warning about not moving, so he remained calm. Javier inhaled and exhaled, but kept his eyes closed. "Are you okay?" Esteban asked concerned, and Javier nodded. Raising a hand, Esteban caressed Javier's hair, and cheek while offering, "If it is too much for you, we can change positions."


  Javier smirked. "That sounds great, but not today. I'm all right, and ready. Enjoy it. Simply feel me. Now slowly draw back your cock from my ass, but leave the head inside, and push it in again."


  Esteban didn't need to hear it twice. He was dying to move. Putting his hands at both sides of Javier's buttocks, he obeyed, lifting Javier at will. Esteban was able to control himself better than he thought. Javier arched upward and threw his head backwards, indicating between whimpers. "Now move… yeah, like that… much better… ay, right there… do that again… good you move very well."


  Javier was able to move too. Now Esteban could see in action what he had viewed him doing before, teasing. It was amazing the way that Javier could motion move his hips as he tried to combine his movements with his. "Oh… Esteban you're doing better than I ever imagined…"


  "So… I'm doing it right?"


  Javier smiled hearing the concern in the Esteban's voice. "Excellent! Yeah, right there… great."


  Silently, Javier took one of the Esteban's hands and put it around his own penis. Esteban knew what he wanted and it was something he knew how to do, since he had been practicing lately with his own. It was a moment to remember. Something told him that no matter how many times they did it, he would never forget the aroused look in Javier's eyes, his body moving over him, as he wedged his member inside while forgetting the size of it. And his own hips looking for fulfillment moved according to Javier's pre-orgasmic rhythm. Javier's length felt so good in his hand despite the condom. He never expected to feel pleasure simply touching another. He stroked it, trying to match the pace of their hips.


  Esteban felt Javier halted for a second, grabbing his shaft with his innermost reflex, like he wanted to extend the moment. Esteban let go of Javier's cock as he lifted his neck to see better what actions their hips were performing, then he held Javier with each of his hands by the hips, helping him master the dance by pumping up. Javier leaned forward balancing himself with one arm on Esteban's chest, kissing him, this time the kiss deeper, tongues interlaced, sucking.


  Esteban nudged Javier to indicate he wanted him to lie on his back. Javier seemed a little surprised, but started to lean backward at the same time Esteban sat in a fluid movement, still holding the underside of Javier's thighs in his hands. Then, while parting Javier's legs more by holding each of his legs over his forearms, he leaned over him, kneeling and started thrusting again.


  At first carefully, but within seconds with a frenzy that surprised Javier, all this without interrupting the kissing, he finished moving from a sitting position to being over Javier. The movement was so smooth that Javier was surprised when he found himself under Esteban, who had taken over the act in a firm but gentle way, like he did everything.


  Without time to think, as Esteban showed him who was in charge, Javier greatly enjoyed it, every thrust more intense, more passionate. Javier found himself gasping for air, and trembling.


  Finally, Javier dropped his head backwards resting over the bed in an orgasmic spasm, and screamed Esteban's name. After he regained his breath, he muttered. "Esteban, that was the best orgasm of my life."


  Esteban would never know if it had been those words, or seeing Javier like never before, but soon he was over the edge and with two more thrusts he let himself come.


  For the next few seconds they were so spent that they couldn't move. Slowly Javier moved between Esteban's arms saying, "We have to dispose of these condoms now, come on let me show you."


  Once they were back in the bed, Javier rested over Esteban's chest and said, "If before I thought I was crazy about you, now I would kill anybody who stands between us. This has been the most amazing experience ever."


  Esteban removed some hair from Javier's forehead, tenderly observing his beautiful and tired features. "Well, I don't have any reference to compare, all I can say is that I loved it as much as I love you."


  Javier quickly raised his head from his chest looking him in the eyes. The beauty of those green eyes was enough to make him shake inside once more. "Esteban, did you say what I think you did? If so, did you mean it?"


  "Yes, I love you, like I never loved anyone before. What's wrong?"


  Javier was amazed. "I'd never thought you were going to tell me that, I thought this was just sex for you."


  "Silly Javier. Do you think I would risk everything I have, just for sex?"


  "Are you serious, Esteban?"


  "Of course, I'd say that even if the sex was amazing, but what I feel for you is so much more than passion."


  Satisfied, Javier sighed and questioned, "When will you be ready for another round?"


  "Javier, what are you talking about?"


  Esteban was shocked. Javier gave him his cutest smile ever, curled up against his body, and explained. "Esteban, you have no idea what you got yourself into."


  EPILOGUE


  From the auditorium, Esteban watched as Javier, with tightly closed eyes, listened for the right moment to join the orchestra as the concertmaster. There was a deep intimate emotion in seeing Javier performing in public, not only because he was so talented and today had achieved his dream of performing as a concertmaster with the New York Philharmonic, but also it meant Javier continued his life after Mauricio's passing.


  Esteban now knew that getting them together had been his friend's legacy. Even if Mauricio never expressed it directly, he knew deeply in his soul it was the truth, and he hoped that wherever his beloved friend was, he learned that the two men he loved the most were happy together, and forever would remember him with affection.


  Javier had reconciled with his estranged family, who were all in attendance. Next to Esteban, Diego briefly held his hand, a proud smile illuminating his face, and Esteban stroked his hand back without missing the look Raul sent their way. Inwardly, Esteban grinned, because his brother was unaware that he knew about his strange liaison with Diego.


  After that Esteban had only eyes for Javier, whose face marked his concentration as he zoned into a place that nobody else could touch. Although only Esteban knew that some of those small gestures of nearly pleasuring pain, were the same Javier would do while making love.


  Javier played his interpretation of Tchaikovsky's Violin Concerto solo smoothly, and when the orchestra joined him again, Esteban felt every cell in his body come alive, his senses reacted to the music while his skin throbbed at the magnificence of the melody.


  Javier had moved in with him discreetly. Most people thought he still lived with Diego and company, but what mattered was that they slept together every night.


  Javier's health continued to be strong, and they both hoped it would remain as such for many years to come.


  After the concerto, Javier asked his father, "What do you think Dad?"


  "For once, you've made the right choice, a little sacrilegious, but the right one, none the less."


  For a few seconds, Javier wondered if his father was referring to his music, but the way his old man looked at Esteban while he talked with Javier's mother, explained it all.


  Today was extra special, because the Lozano family would be meeting the Hidalgo one for the first time. Even Raul agreed to behave, and not to make sarcastic comments, or fight with Diego. Yes, they continued fighting in front of others, and everybody waited to see how the birth of the baby would affect their conflict. Carly had become nicer as her belly expanded, and Javier concluded that the girl simply needed more food. Now, that she forgot about her weight for a few months, she smiled more often. Who would have thought? She wasn't unfriendly, she was hungry.


  Diego had explained to Javier that the Hidalgo family had a policy of don't show and we don't care. In others words, as long as Esteban and Javier didn't kiss in public, or talk about their lives together, nobody cared. Javier wondered if that was why Raul and Diego continued to have their quickies in the kitchen thinking nobody knew. Well, Raul didn't know Javier and Esteban knew— blissful unawareness.


  Javier decided to ignore the fact that he was back in the closet, because the only thing he cared was that Esteban shared his life with him. Esteban's voice startled him.


  "Everything all right?"


  "Yes, it's perfect."


  "I'm so proud of you, beyond words."


  "Please hug me."


  Esteban looked around, the members of the families were talking among themselves.


  "Here?"


  "Yeah, it's only a hug. If they kick us out, we can go home and comfort one another."


  "I think I know why I love you."


  "Because there aren't any unknown places between our bodies?"


  "Javier!"


  Esteban looked around to see who might be within earshot, and Javier chuckled. "I'm sorry, I couldn't help it. When you put on that face I know you're about to go all poetic and I usually end up crying."


  "Okay, then I will keep it to myself."


  "Please don't, I'll make an effort to behave."


  "Forget it."


  "Please, what were you about to say?"


  Esteban thought for a second before saying, "That only with looking at your face I found purpose in my life, and every dream becomes possible."


  Javier held his strong hands between his own.


  "And only with you I feel loved is in a way I've never felt before."


  "So you don't regret it?"


  "Huh, sometimes, when you refuse to try new toys."


  Esteban stared at him, and Javier hugged him.


  "Just kidding. By the way, can we skip the dinner?"


  "No way, unless you want to be expelled from the Hidalgo family."


  "Okay, I'll endure the event because I love you."


  They hugged in silence for a few seconds, nobody dared to disturb their embrace because there was a sublime quality in their union, difficult to describe to onlookers, but still perceivable. Esteban found it hard to believe how much Javier changed his perception and how, slowly but steadily, they both were changing everybody's around them. The eternal power of a love greater than life and death.


  THE END
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  MAN-TO-MAN COVERAGE


  by Nico Jaye


  "No no no! Fucking Hunter!" Brad slammed his bottle onto the coffee table, foam and beer sloshing out of the mouth to trickle down the sides onto the smooth glass surface. His lip curled in disgust as he watched the replay of the Philadelphia Railers quarterback's throw to complete his fourth touchdown pass of the night.


  "Cam Hunter does it again, going twenty-eight yards to connect with Railers wide receiver Trent Fordham. The extra point is... good! And with that, the Railers are up 31-27 with only thirty seconds left to play. That was extraordinary! Does this man ever stop?" The Monday Night Football broadcasters sang their praises, and Bradley Jameson just sat there, stewing.


  He watched as the play clock ticked down to zero. The players, trainers, coaches, and everyone on the sidelines spilled onto the field. Then Hunter's rugged features– the all-American dirty blond hair, bright blue eyes, and blindingly white smile– filled the screen as he grinned his goddamned good ol' boy grin– again– and gave his goddamned good ol' boy "aw shucks" post-game interview. Again.


  Brad cocked his head and listened to that smooth voice with the hint of a Southern lilt for a second, then shook himself, hitting the remote to shroud the room in silence and a soft darkness. His penthouse was now lit only by the city lights glowing in the distance and the muted recessed lighting of the galley kitchen across the way.


  Slumping back into the black leather couch, Brad groaned and ran a callused palm over his eyes. Coach Fletcher was not going to like this. The owners' box was not going to like this. The whole team was not going to like this. Hell, the entire city of New York was not going to like this.


  Shit, this win had tied their two teams for the lead in the league's Eastern Division. Now all eyes and their mother's would be on next week's big rivalry game between his New York Diamonds and Hunter's team, the fucking Railers.


  He stifled another groan.


  As if he needed more reasons to think about Hunter and his all-American boy perfection.


  Ever since he and Hunter had gone first and second in the NFL's draft three years ago, their inexplicable connection– and their highly publicized rivalry– had been cemented and instantaneous. Both of them were quarterbacks and top draft picks, so it was natural that they'd be compared and analyzed down to their shoe sizes. Sportscasters rarely spoke one's name without the other. The fact that they had each been drafted to play in high profile rival cities like New York and Philadelphia was just icing on the talking heads' cakes.


  The two of them had somehow avoided each other at the college level with each taking his own path towards the NFL draft. Brad had gone the admittedly flashy and conventional route, choosing to attend an incredibly competitive Division I level college football program where, as a highly sought after recruit, he had been in the spotlight from day one. Hunter, on the other hand, had taken a more indirect path to astronomically unlikely stardom.


  Good ol' boy Hunter had come from some Nowheretown in the South, gone to a smaller, independent school, and somehow, shockingly and seemingly singlehandedly, had turned that school's entire football program into a nationwide contender. His completion stats and turnover ratio– or rather, his lack thereof on that last one, Brad acknowledged grudgingly– had drawn widespread attention by the time Hunter had been awarded the starting position as a sophomore at his small Pennsylvania college. When Hunter had capped off his senior year by leading the program to its third straight divisional championship and twenty-third consecutive win over two seasons, NFL scouts and the national press alike had sat up, taken notice, and turned their discerning and interested eyes towards this small town star with the golden arm.


  Brad himself had worked hard to fulfill the sky-high expectations with which he had entered Illinois's top notch university program. Sure, he had heard of this Hunter kid who was doing crazy ass things in Pennsylvania, but Hunter didn't play in his division, so what he did meant squat. Brad had had enough shit to keep up with between making the grades to earn his business degree, watching the reels for teams in his own division, and completing the plays to stand out against all of the other Division I teams' quarterbacks.


  It wasn't until NFL National Draft Day that Brad had even set eyes on Cameron in the flesh.


  Brad had just been selected as the first overall draft pick by the New York Diamonds. Grinning until his face hurt, he had been celebrating with his family– number one, hells fucking yeah– when an announcement was made to thunderous screams.


  With the second pick in the National Football League's draft, the Philadelphia Railers have selected... Cameron Hunter, quarterback, Eastern Pennsylvania College.


  The Philadelphia Railers, with slumping ticket sales and a desperate need to shake things up a lot, had taken a chance on their city's adopted son. From the sounds of the enthusiastic crowd in the convention center, their gamble was going to pay off, at least in fan interest.


  Before he knew it, Brad was heading towards the press tent, and that Cameron Hunter kid was being shooed that way along with him. That was the first time he'd heard that soft Southern drawl.


  "Hi there, name's Cameron Hunter. Brad Jameson, right? Oh man, I'm a big fan of yours. This whole show's pretty wild, isn't it?"


  Looking over, Brad had taken in the maroon Philadelphia Railers cap pressed onto unruly dirty blond waves that had already begun to look mussed. He'd looked at the strong square jaw and clear blue eyes that had been set into a friendly, smiling face. He'd seen the powerful shoulders underneath the navy suit and the large palm with its blunt-tipped fingers that had been extended towards him.


  He'd opened his mouth to respond–


  And then he had tripped.


  On something. A stray TV cable. His size fourteen feet. The breath that he had skipped as he'd felt a completely inexplicable– and unwelcome– surge of attraction towards the blond giant walking right next to him. What the fuck? He did not need this right now. Oh, no no no. Not when he was about to step onto the national stage and make his debut into the big leagues.


  "Fucking A!" he had cursed for any number of reasons as he'd stumbled, then righted himself, scowling all the way.


  By the time he'd straightened, the open smile had died on Hunter's face, and he'd drawn back his hand to turn away with a frown.


  Mortified, Brad had made a beeline for the press tables. He hoped to God that weird hitch he'd felt would go away, and he doubly hoped nobody had noticed his uncharacteristic clumsiness and coarse reaction.


  But they had noticed. They'd noticed enough, at least.


  Because that was what the papers had used the next day, to Brad's secret dismay: "LET THE GAMES BEGIN! No. 1 New York Diamonds Pick Bradley Jameson to No. 2 Rival Pick Cameron Hunter: F@#%#*&@!!"


  The papers had loved it.


  And their rivalry had been born with that first headline, simple as that.


  Brad cursed under his breath and rocked to his feet, nabbing the bottle by the neck and taking a last swig of Sam Adams. Entering his galley kitchen, he dropped the bottle into the sink and grabbed a protein bar out of the package that the team nutritionist had sent over.


  Peeling the wrapper off, he glanced at the clock on the wall. Nearly midnight. He'd forgotten that Katja was supposed to swing by that evening– at ten o'clock.


  As if on cue, his phone chirped to remind him of a text message. Picking it up off the counter, he scrolled through to the message: Sorry, shoot ran l8, will make up 2 u, promise. xoxo. K.


  He frowned, then shrugged it off. Hell, there was plenty more where that came from. He'd fallen pretty naturally into the fast-paced models-and-bottles New York lifestyle that his signing bonus, insane salary, and star quarterback status had afforded him. It might not be deep or all that fulfilling, but it was easy and kept the owners happy with the free publicity. To be honest, as long as his performance on the field was on point, he could gangbang the entire cheer squad and they wouldn't give a shit. Sad, but true.


  Polishing off the protein bar, he tossed the wrapper into the hidden trash can that was set into the lower level of maple cabinets and padded down the hall. Stretching his arms above his head, Brad headed towards his bedroom, the lights of New York City twinkling fifty-two stories below him through the floor-to-ceiling windows.


  Shit, with the Philadelphia win, Coach Fletcher was going to be on a rampage, and tomorrow's practice was sure to be painful. Then there was Fontana's bachelor's party that night, too.


  As he stripped and ran the shower, he pressed the heels of his palms into his eyes. Running a hand through his dark brown hair, he groaned. Tomorrow hadn't even started yet, and it was already a long day.


  ****


  The heavy bass beat of a Flo Rida song thumped its way through the speaker system. It was a strange choice of music for the relatively low-key Lower East Side bar where offensive lineman Mike Fontana and twenty-something of his friends and teammates were celebrating the end of his bachelorhood.


  Brad lifted the Corona to his lips and considered that. Yeah, "celebrating"– not mourning. Fontana was one of those rare sons of bitches who'd actually fallen in love with his college sweetheart and, contrary to any realistic expectations, stayed in love with her through Division I ball and after he'd been drafted to the pros. Brad was fully aware of the unimaginable sins that would've been thrown Fontana's way all this time, what with his being a professional athlete who was often on the road, but nope. Fontana only had eyes for his Connie. Didn't hurt that Connie was stacked and also only had eyes for Mike.


  It hadn't seemed odd or ill-advised when Fontana had mentioned he'd be ducking out of a practice next week– in the middle of the season– because he and Connie were pregnant and getting married. Nope, just seemed like what Fontana and Connie were meant to do. Well, maybe not the haste, but the rings and everything, sure.


  Even with no notice, the boys had wanted to take Fontana out on the town in honor of the occasion. After some heckling, during which the phrase "pussy-whipped" may have made an appearance, Fontana had consented. And that's how Brad had ended up at this dive with its cracked vinyl booths, dart boards, and 1950s movie posters decor rather than a place where some half-naked chicks would be flashing their tits in all of their faces: Fontana had insisted they keep the chicks– half-naked or otherwise– out of the picture. If and when Connie heard about that, she was sure to beam with pride.


  Noticing he'd run empty, Brad excused himself from the group and made his way slowly through the milling wall of muscle otherwise known as his offensive line as he headed to the bar. God, his calves, biceps, glutes, even his fucking knuckles were sore from the brutal workout that Coach Fletcher had insisted upon and the trainers had sadistically carried out earlier that day. The relentless hip hop beat wasn't helping, either.


  The bar area was crowded, and a bartender sporting a buzz cut and a colorful half sleeve tattoo of a Japanese koi fish was pouring drinks and popping bottle caps. Brad bellied up next to a hipster in suspenders and was about to catch the bartender's attention when a soft voice spoke up.


  "'Scuse me, a Maker's Mark, neat, and a Coke, please."


  Brad stiffened. What the fuck? He'd recognize that Southern drawl anywhere, even in this most unlikely of places. The hipster turned away to reveal the strong, rugged profile of none other than Cam Hunter, who was clad in jeans and a crimson V-neck sweater over a white button-down.


  "A Coke? You want some fucking milk and cookies with that, too, Girl Scout? And maybe a juice box chaser?" Brad found himself taunting before he even realized his mouth had opened to do it.


  Hunter's shoulders hunched then relaxed before he turned his head towards Brad. His brows lifted as he replied, "And you, Jameson? You want another or should I just tap the keg and call it a day?"


  His blue gaze locked with Brad's hazel before he gave a pointed look at the empty dangling from Brad's hand. Brad grunted. Cam Hunter was as well known for his teetotaling as Brad was for his fast living.


  "You do know you're in enemy territory, don't you, Hunter? What the fuck are you doing here, anyway? Isn't it past your curfew?" he asked, his lip curling.


  Hunter dropped a twenty on the counter and grabbed the drinks. Turning to face Brad, he nodded his chin towards a booth near the entrance where a small group sat, gathered around a tall muscular guy who was grinning and had his arm around a petite brunette.


  "Look, Jameson, I'm not here to make trouble." Hunter's tone was placating, as though he were talking to a particularly stubborn horse. "I came up to see my buddy off to the Army. That's all. Let's not start anything, not tonight. Just leave us alone, and I'll see plenty of your pretty face come Sunday."


  "Well well, if it isn't the NFL's favorite Boy Scout." The Diamonds' running back Archie Masterson came up from behind Brad to clap a hand on his shoulder. "Everything okay over here, QB?" he said to Brad, eyeing Cam speculatively, a look which Cam returned warily.


  "Oh, just fan-fucking-tastic," Brad drawled with a smile, "catching up with old friends, the usual." He reached out a hand and gave Cam's arm a seemingly friendly pat that caused his Coke to slosh over the sides of his glass. Cam scowled; Brad's grin widened.


  "Uh, Cam, you need a hand here?" All three of them turned at the sound of the new voice. A clean-cut young man, his thick blond hair brushed back and his well developed shoulders covered with a tan corduroy blazer, was looking at Cam with raised brows. Catching their attention on him, he swallowed noticeably, but stood his ground, keeping his eyes on Cam.


  "Hey, Seth, nah, everything's fine here," Cam replied easily with a smile. Seth smiled back at him, which Brad eyed with a frown. "Everything's fine," Cam repeated as he looked back at Brad, "isn't it, Jameson?"


  "Oh yeah, bygones tonight and all that," Brad stated magnanimously. "Wouldn't want anything to happen to you prematurely, y'know? We need you in ship shape and prime condition for that ass whupping we're gonna hand you guys this weekend." Archie snickered, and Brad winked and grinned in Cam's direction.


  Cam frowned at Brad and began to reply, but then appeared to shake himself. In the end, he simply said with a nod, "Till Sunday." As he turned away with Seth, though, he muttered, "Idiots."


  Brad's nostrils flared at the insult, but when Archie started towards the departing pair, Brad held him back. "Hey, man, let's just get back to Fontana. No need to break up his party to start something with the Boy Scout."


  Archie relaxed a little. "Yeah, we can just take it out on their asses this weekend."


  Brad looked up to watch the two men rejoin their party, his eyes lingering on the tall, broad shoulders of the dirty blond bane of his existence. "Oh yeah, he won't know what hit him."


  ****


  "Oomph!"


  The hit to his left side took Brad by surprise, and he could only grunt and try his damnedest to secure the ball as he took the inevitable fall and loss of yards. The 320-pound defensive tackle hit him like a shit ton of bricks. He could vaguely hear the crazed roar of the Philadelphia stadium's capacity crowd and muffled a groan as he took the hand that appeared to help him up.


  Fuck.


  The air had been crisp all day at the stadium just outside Philadelphia, and both teams had been out for blood ever since they'd taken the field. As everyone had expected, the outcome was coming down to the wire; the lead had changed eight times over the course of the game. With just over two minutes left to play in the fourth quarter, the score was 27-24, and Brad's Diamonds were barely hanging on to a three point lead.


  With this sack, though, their field position was fucked, and they were now going on fourth and long. Coach Fletcher had no choice but to punt the ball and pray to everyone and his mother that Cam Hunter didn't pull off another late-in-the-game miracle that the screaming Philadelphia Railers fans clearly expected.


  "Fuck!"


  Brad slammed his helmet into the bench as he grabbed a towel.


  Then he could only stand by and watch with a kind of horror mixed with reluctant fascination. Because, yes, to the exuberant cheers of a crowd of 57,000, the big blond beast wearing number twelve trotted onto the field and led his team through a lightning series of plays. In the end, the last play wound up bringing another impossible victory for the Railers as the extraordinary Cam Hunter connected for a touchdown while the clock once again ticked down to zero.


  ****


  The locker room was silent.


  After a brutal session with the press, Brad had zoned out and gone on autopilot. Everyone had left him alone, thank god. At some point, the rest of the team must have filtered out because he was now alone in the visitors' locker room. Like a handful of other guys, he'd decided to drive himself down from New York to the stadium, so at least now he could head back into the city on his own time, wallowing in his own company.


  He slung his duffel over his shoulder and headed for the door. Fucking A, that'd been a painful loss. Now they were in the precarious position of being 8-3 with only five games left in the season. If they weren't careful, he'd find himself on his ass at home, watching from his couch while Cam Hunter made the playoffs. Brad growled at the thought.


  As he made his way down the hall, he was calculating the potential post-season scenarios in his head when he heard a muffled shout coming from behind the Railers' locker room door.


  "WHAT?? No! No no, when?? What, how? No no no, okay. Okay, I'll be there. I'll be there. Please, God, let him be okay."


  Brad hesitated a second before nudging open the heavy swinging door out of curiosity. Peering inside, he found that the source of the desperate words was Cam Hunter. Cam hung up his cell phone before dropping onto the bench, his palm to his forehead, and his head shaking in denial. His face was a picture of despair, and Brad felt a hitch of compassion flare in his chest.


  Ah, hell, he couldn't leave the guy like this, could he?


  Brad eased his way through the door and cleared his throat. Cam's head shot up, only to have his reddened eyes widen slightly at the sight of Brad's tall form. Cam's short blond hair was still slightly damp from his post-game shower, and he must've been in the act of changing because, while he had on faded Levi's, he wore only a thin undershirt with his blue pullover sweater folded neatly on the bench beside him.


  "What do you want, Jameson?" Cam asked gruffly, not meeting Brad's eyes.


  Brad paused, frowning. Approaching the bench slowly, he asked, "Uh, Hunter, everything okay?" He cleared his throat and tried again. "I mean, you guys just kicked our collective asses– you ought to be riding that high at least for tonight. Far as I can tell, I've got reason to be pissed off here, not you…" He trailed off as he saw that his self-deprecating ribbing had failed to bring forth any response. Hunter just sat there, continuing to frown and look pretty fucking miserable.


  Brad dropped his duffel by the bench and sat down. "Hey, really, what's wrong?"


  "It's nothing." Cam suddenly stood and grabbed his sweater, jerking it over his head. Reaching into his locker, he started tossing things into his duffel bag, then paused as he seemed to realize Brad was still there. Cam glanced over his shoulder at Brad, and Brad supposed he must have looked receptive enough because the closed-off look on Hunter's face eased a little. Cam appeared to struggle with himself for a moment, then huffed a sigh and leaned back against the locker.


  "Thing is, there's this kid, right? Lachlan. He's little, but he insists on being called Big Lock." Cam's lips quirked up at that. Then his expression grew sober again, and he ran a hand over his face. "He's part of my Hunter's Heroes program for kids, but I kind of took him under my wing. You know, became his mentor and stuff. He's in a foster home, and he didn't really have anybody. He's a good kid, but he was getting into trouble, pulling pranks and stuff with local kids. I… I thought he was done with that, but they just told me—" His words broke off, and he grimaced.


  Brad nodded encouragingly. Cam met his eyes and continued. "They couldn't get his foster parents, so they called me. They just told me he was in an accident." Cam swallowed hard. "He and a few other kids were doing stupid stuff, tagging walls and keying cars, and some cops tried to run them off. And he ran in front of a car." Cam's eyes were wide with shock, and he shook his head again. "I've got to get over there. I've got to tell the O'Rileys. They– they said he's still unconscious."


  Brad sucked in a sharp breath and stood up. He paused for a second, then put his hand on the other man's shoulder. "Hey, man, he's gonna be okay. Hang in there. You don't know what's going on until you get there."


  Cam looked up and nodded. "Yeah, yeah, you're right. I gotta get over there. Oh man, I can't believe this. And he was doing such a good job," Cam muttered.


  Brad grabbed his duffel from the floor and started leading Cam towards the door. "Hey, he's still doing a good job. Don't give up on him, Hunter. He's a kid– he's gonna screw up now and then."


  "Yeah, he is. He's a good kid," Cam said with a small smile as they made their way through the door. "Well, maybe not a kid now that he's thirteen. You should see him. All arms and elbows, but he's got heart. He told me he wants to be a mad scientist when he grows up. Isn't that something?"


  Brad couldn't help but smile. "Yeah, he sounds great."


  They passed a security guard who stared at them, wide-eyed with seeming disbelief at the unlikely pairing, and made their way to the stadium exit.


  "He's great, he really is. He's really helped me, too, you know– staying grounded and connected to the community. I love that kid." Cam was silent for a moment as they headed towards the players' parking area. "Hey, Jameson, ah… just an idea. I know you sorta hate my guts and probably have a million other things you'd rather do," Cam said with a wry smile, obviously thinking about Brad's Page Six exploits, "but this program really helps the kids and it means a lot to them. You… you might give it a shot. If you're interested, you know. No pressure." Cam glanced up briefly, his eyes large and inquiring.


  Brad furrowed his brows. That sounded rather like the presumed guts-hating wasn't mutual. Was it?


  Misinterpreting Brad's look, Cam's face closed up. He held up his hands. "Nah, it's cool, really. I know you'd probably rather be out livin' the high life than hanging out with some teenagers," Cam said, a hint of cynicism edging his tone.


  "It's not that, it's just—"


  "Hey, it's okay," Cam interrupted before Brad could explain. "But if you're ever interested in doing it, give me a call. You might find something worthwhile," Cam said, pulling a scrap of paper out of his pocket and scribbling his number. "I mean, you gotta take a break from the high life sometimes, right?" he asked, his lips quirking up. Brad pocketed the slip of paper as they approached a massive and ugly-as-sin brown Ford Bronco from the 1970s. Cam suddenly sobered. "Look, I gotta get out of here and see Lock." A painful look flashed across his face, and he ran his hand through his hair. "Just… pray that he's fine."


  "Hey, Hunter," Brad felt compelled to ask, "you gonna be alright getting there? You know where you're going and everything, right?"


  Cam turned back from unlocking the door to his truck. "Thanks, Jameson, I'll be okay. You're the one who's the tourist in these here parts, you know?" he added with an easy smile. "I just… I just hope he's okay," he added, his smile slipping from his face.


  "He will be. Just hang in there and go see him."


  "I will." Cam stepped into the cab of the truck and slammed the door shut. The engine roared to life, and Cam made eye contact with him through the driver's side window. With a nod of his head and a two-fingered wave, Cam backed out of the space and headed off.


  Brad watched the tail lights disappear as he slowly walked towards his black Range Rover.


  That had been… interesting.


  Almost like they maybe didn't hate each other.


  ****


  "Yeah, Nick, so I'll see you tomorrow at the gym?" Brad paused and reached into the fridge for a Sam Adams. "Sounds good, looking forward to it, buddy." Closing the fridge door, Brad hung up and slipped his cell phone into his pocket. He popped the cap on his beer and took a deep, satisfying drink.


  He and Nick Carpenter had been paired up two years ago at an NFL fund-raising event for local schools, and although the event was long over, Brad and Nick still kept in touch and met up to toss the ball around and talk about life. It was an odd pairing, but it worked. Nick was in his first year of high school, and Brad had come to realize that he liked being there for Nick. It made him feel good on some strange, inner peace, karma New Age-y level. Jesus, if the guys heard him say that, they'd think he was crazy and would ask him where his yoga mat was. Eh, fuck 'em. The weird thing? This relationship he had with Nick was the longest and most enduring one he'd kept going since coming to New York. It was something he did for himself and Nick– and he liked that it was their secret.


  Without warning, his thoughts strayed to the unexpected conversation he'd had with Cam Hunter last night. The man had been both upset and surprisingly eloquent in his distress. Thing is, Brad could fully empathize with how he felt. Not knowing what the hell had happened was the absolute fucking worst.


  Brad couldn't help wondering how the kid and Hunter were doing. Huh.


  Setting his beer down, he pulled out his cell phone again and looked at the scrap of paper that he'd taken out of his pocket last night and left on the marble counter of his kitchen's center island. He didn't know why he'd kept it, but he had. And he'd found his eyes unwittingly straying towards it throughout the evening ever since he'd come home from practice.


  He picked it up and fingered the crumpled piece of paper thoughtfully. He could always just see how the kid was. It would be the human thing to do. Yeah, and, really, he'd have to ask Hunter how he was holding up, too. He was only being civil, right?


  Checking the slip of paper, he dialed the number.


  "Hello, Cam Hunter." The smooth Southern drawl blanketed him in warmth.


  Brad cleared his throat. "Ahem. Ah, yeah, Hunter, it's me, Brad Jameson."


  A pause.


  And more silence.


  "Uh, hello? You there?" Brad began to have second, third, and tenth thoughts about dialing that number. Jesus Christ, this was a fucking bad idea. Idiot.


  "Yeah, ah, yeah," Cam said quickly, clearing his throat. "I'm here."


  "Hey, I uh, I just wanted to see how you were doing. And the kid. How the kid was doing, too," Brad said awkwardly as he made his way into the living room to settle onto his leather recliner. Yeah, real smooth, Jameson.


  "Oh, well, that's real kind of you, Jameson," Cam said, his tone noticeably more welcoming. "Lock is out of the woods. He was awake by the time I got to the hospital last night, so things are looking good."


  "And… how are you doing?" Brad felt compelled to ask when Cam's response only answered half of his question.


  "I'm doing better. You caught me at a real bad time yesterday." Cam paused. "Thanks for being there," he added softly.


  "Yeah, well, the least I could do was not be a dick," Brad said, uncomfortably self-aware that "being a dick" was his typical MO when it came to Cam Hunter.


  "For once," Cam said dryly, practically reading Brad's mind.


  "For once," Brad agreed, a reluctant smile playing on his face.


  "Well, look, I'm happy you called because I may have been out of it last night, but I do remember why you have my number. Have you thought about joining up with my Hunter's Heroes program? It would be really great if you could do it."


  "About that, Hunter. I didn't mention it last night, but I kind of already have one. A kid, I mean. Not my kid," Brad hurried to correct himself, "that is, not my own kid. Er, I guess you could say I have a mentee already, that's all."


  "Is that right? That's fantastic. I never would've pegged you as the type, to be honest."


  "Yeah, well, life can't be all about stats and bottles of Dom. Hanging out with Nick has been really good. Gives a fresh perspective and everything, you know."


  "Oh, I know," Cam replied, a wistful note creeping into his voice. "I hope Lock and I are hanging out again soon."


  Brad spoke on impulse. "Hey, you know what? Nick and I are meeting up tomorrow. He has a junior varsity basketball game. You ought to come." Brad's offer was out of his mouth before he even knew it.


  There was another pause on the other end of the line.


  Brad shifted in the recliner. Fuck… this was awkward. "Or you don't have to, you know. I guess it is far from Philly for a night out." He trailed off, uncertain of what had compelled him to make the invitation and why he suddenly wanted the other man to accept.


  "Ah, that's not a problem, actually. Our training facility is out in New Jersey, and I live near there."


  "Is that so?" Brad asked, his brows raised. "So, you're a Jersey boy, Hunter? I never would've guessed."


  "I've only been here three years, so give it time. Before you know it, I'll go native and develop an unhealthy addiction to hair gel and tanning beds."


  Brad chuckled. "Well, listen, I'm serious about the game. If you're up for it, that is. It might be good, though, y'know, to take your mind off things. And to distract you from your hair gel addiction," he couldn't resist adding.


  "You know what, I think I'd like that. The game, that is. Because I refuse to talk about my inevitable hair gel addiction," Cam said good-naturedly. "So, uh, where's the game?"


  Brad gave him the address and details.


  "Sounds good," Cam said. "So I guess I'll see you guys at six o'clock."


  "Yep, six o'clock at the gym next to the school. They have a parking lot there, too. Oh, and Hunter?"


  "Yeah?"


  "I promise I'll try to be less of a dick."


  Cam laughed. "Try being the operative word."


  "Hey, nobody's perfect. Not even me."


  "Really? Consider my illusions utterly and completely shattered."


  Brad grinned at that.


  "Well, I'll see you tomorrow, Jameson."


  Brad cleared his throat. "Bye, Hunter."


  Brad hung up and leaned back into the leather cushions. Well, that'd been unexpected. Brad was somewhat intrigued. He grinned again. Take the starch out of him, and Cam Hunter seemed like he had a bit of a bite. Who knew?


  ****


  Brad watched a hideous brown Bronco pull into a parking spot under the shade of a couple of colorful maple trees next to the gym. The sun was setting, and the school's outdoor lights had just flickered on a few minutes ago. Looking down at his companion, he spoke to Nick, whose tall, lanky form was clad in a JV basketball uniform underneath the coat he wore to stave off the mid-November chill.


  "So, Nick, remember how I told you we might have another guy coming to watch the game tonight?"


  "Yeah, Brad. And you said you couldn't tell me who. More like wouldn't," he added with an exaggerated roll of his eyes. He grinned and dropped the martyred air when Brad scowled and playfully nudged him in the shoulder.


  "Well, he's coming this way now," Brad said with a nod of his chin to the man approaching from the parking lot. Cam was bundled up against the cold in jeans, a tan leather jacket over a forest green sweater, and brown cowboy boots.


  Whirling around, Nick stood next to Brad, his jaw dropping slightly. "No way. Uh, Brad? Is that Cam Hunter? Because that looks like Cam Hunter. Cam Hunter's coming to the game?" His voice squeaked a bit on the last question.


  "Hey now, I'm coming to your game. Why can't Cam Hunter, too?" Brad asked, a look of mock hurt on his face. He made eye contact with Cam and gave a short wave to signal their location.


  "Yeah, but you're you, Brad. You know, we're like… friends. And stuff. That's Cam Hunter," Nick said, his eyes wide and focused on Cam. Nick paused, then turned back to Brad. "And, hey wait, why is he here? You guys aren't gonna throw down or something, are you?" Nick asked warily.


  "He, ah, he just needed a place to go tonight. Something low key. I can't really explain it. Don't ask questions," Brad ended up saying, not really knowing himself why Cam Hunter was there other than he seemed to want to be and Brad was actually rather pleased he had shown up.


  "Ooooookaaaaay," Nick said with a shrug as Cam approached them. It occurred to Brad that having a kid like Nick know of and be witness to this supposed deathmatch rivalry between him and Hunter probably wasn't the best way to teach the kid good sportsmanship and growing up to be a mature adult.


  "Hey," Cam greeted them, looking down at Nick.


  "Cameron," Brad said, the man's first name feeling rather foreign on his lips after years of having called him by his last. "Cameron, this is Nick Carpenter. Nick, this is Cameron Hunter."


  "Um, duhhhh, Brad. I know who he is. Uh, hi, Mr. Hunter, it's really nice to meet you," Nick said, offering his hand gravely.


  "Please, call me Cam," Cam said, shaking Nick's hand. "Both of you," he added, looking at Brad with a hesitant smile. Brad felt his own lips lift in an answering smile.


  They walked into the gymnasium, and Cam asked Nick about his position and the team they were playing. They only had a few moments to chat before Nick had to rejoin his teammates for a huddle. Catching Cam's gaze, Brad tilted his head towards the bleachers to indicate where they'd be viewing the game. "Shall we?"


  "Sounds good."


  They climbed the long set of wooden bleachers and created something of a stir amongst the small crowd of parents and students assembled there. Brad came to these games fairly regularly, but Cam Hunter was definitely a new element. And Cam Hunter together with Brad Jameson? Brad could see the puzzled looks on a number of faces and didn't even know himself how he'd explain it.


  With a shrug, he sat at his usual bench near the top behind the seats where Nick's Cardinals were gathered. Cam cleared his throat as he settled down on the bench next to Brad.


  "Thanks for letting me join you, Jameson," Cam said.


  "My pleasure, Cam," Brad said, emphasizing his last word with a lift of his brow. "And if I'm going to call you Cam, I think you'd better start calling me Brad."


  "Sure… Brad. Feels a little strange to say that after so many years." Cam gave a low chuckle and glanced sideways at Brad as though gauging his reaction.


  Brad's lips quirked up in a half-smile. "Oh, I'm sure you've called me much worse, Cam."


  "Maybe," Cam replied with an enigmatic look, his lids dropping to shield his eyes.


  Brad's brows rose at that, but before he could pursue the statement further, the buzzer rang to signal the beginning of the game. Shrugging it off, he faced forward and stretched his jeans-clad legs onto the bench in front of him.


  The two teams tipped off and began hustling up and down the court, trading baskets. He and Cam settled into a pleasantly companionable silence broken by brief comments on the game. The crowd, although small, was supportive, cheering at the shots and plays the Cardinals made and groaning at the turnovers. They may have snuck curious glances up the bleachers in his and Cam's direction, but other than one wide-eyed kid wearing a maroon Railers T-shirt asking for Cam's autograph, which was gladly given, the crowd kept their focus primarily on the game while the kids were on the court.


  At one point, Nick entered the game just before the first half was over and made an impressive shot from the top of the arc to give the Cardinals the lead. Brad clapped his hands along with the crowd and shouted his encouragement. He glanced at Cam, and they shared a grin.


  "Reminds me a little of my JV days, you know?" Brad commented over the din of the cheers.


  "Oh yeah? You played basketball?" Cam asked, turning to Brad with interest.


  "Hell, I played everything. At least, in those early years, I did. My folks thought it'd keep me out of trouble, so I had a team for every season. When it looked like I had a knack for throwing the football, though, I dropped the rest and focused on that."


  "A knack, huh?" Cam repeated with a laugh. "Looks like that decision more than paid off. Full scholarship to Illinois. All American all four years. Ace trophy in your junior year. First overall pick…" Cam cleared his throat as he seemed to realize how much he had said.


  "Cam, I never knew you were a fan," Brad teased. "Maybe you'd like an autograph, too?"


  "Yeah, well, with your face on every cover, whether it's Sports Illustrated or some tabloid at the supermarket, it's hard not to know what you're up to," Cam shot back good-naturedly with a dramatic eye roll and a grin.


  Brad sat up a little straighter with the knowledge that Cam Hunter was so aware of his accomplishments, not just Brad's talent for getting a rise out of the other man. Brad realized that he wasn't nearly as well-versed in Cam's history.


  Curious, he turned to Cam to ask, "So, what got you started?"


  Cam raised his brows. "Me? Well, you know, I just joined a Pop Warner team when I was in elementary school because that's the kind of thing you do when you're a kid in Tennessee. Between that, helping my pops at the mechanics, and kicking back with a rod at the lake, I could pretty much fill my days when I was a kid." Cam shrugged as though the steps he'd taken to go from Pop Warner to starting quarterback for the Railers were no big deal. He tilted his head towards the little booth where some PTA parents were selling refreshments to fundraise for the school. "I'm gonna get some water– you want anything?" Brad shook his head and watched as Cam's long strides took him to the main gymnasium floor. Along the way, he had a smile and a handshake for anyone who approached him.


  The referees soon blew the whistle to signal that the game was about to resume. When Cam returned, he was juggling an armful of food and sheepishly offered Brad his choice of a Chinet plate full of homemade brownies, a couple of bags of pretzels, an entire warehouse club box of Fruit Roll Ups, a handful of Cheez-Its snack packs, five packs of peanut M&Ms, two Gatorades, and– there it was– the water Cam had originally intended to purchase.


  "Um, you want something?" Cam asked, holding up his haul.


  Brad just blinked.


  "Well, the team needs new uniforms and stuff…" Cam mumbled in explanation.


  "You're really going to eat all that?" Brad choked back a laugh.


  "Maybe," Cam replied, giving Brad a look that dared him to say anything further.


  "Good thing you work out," Brad deadpanned, pointedly eyeing the random plethora of junk food.


  "Oh, shut it, Brad," Cam said with a roll of his eyes, setting everything down on the bench in front of him and ripping open a bag of M&Ms as he took his seat.


  The team needs new uniforms? Jesus, the man was just too good, Brad admitted, strangely charmed by the gesture.


  ****


  "And then Nikki broke out into spots because they didn't tell her that there were strawberries in the fiber shake, so I'll probably get the cover solo," Katja announced with a toss of her bangs and curtain of white-blonde hair. She delicately lifted a forkful of field greens dashed with vinegar to her mouth and gave Brad a meaningful look.


  "That's great," he responded absently as he sliced into his wagyu beef tenderloin. His words weren't much by way of a response, but they were apparently enough encouragement for her to continue.


  "I know, right? I've never done the cover of Madame before, and I get to do it solo. The tear sheet is going to look simply amazing in my portfolio. They said that…"


  Brad zoned out. He nodded and murmured in seemingly appropriate places while letting his mind wander freely otherwise. He took a bite of the tender beef and savored the buttery rich texture. This. This was why people came to Le Panisse. He sliced another piece and swirled it in the pear-horseradish puree. Placing it in his mouth, he watched as Katja took another bite of yet another salad. She treated eating like it was a chore that she could easily take or leave. It normally didn't bother him, but seeing her pick at her little green leaves made him feel a little– okay a lot– decadent tonight. Sort of like he should be counting his calories and repenting for each one. He swallowed his bite of wagyu and considered the marked contrast to last night's junk food fest, courtesy of one Cameron Hunter.


  His lips twitched in amusement at the memory of how Cam had cleaned out a good chunk of the PTA moms' snack supplies because "the team needs new uniforms and stuff." Once the game had started up again after the halftime break, Cam had given the box of Fruit Roll-Ups to the kid in the Railers shirt, who had proceeded to make friends with all of the other kids around him. Brad and Cam had then settled down with the rest of the haul. Cam had reached for the platter of brownies, peeling back the plastic wrap to grab a thick brown square. Taking his first bite, he had given a little unintentional food moan, which Brad had seized upon to tease him about for the rest of the night. Cam Hunter, it seemed, had a bit of a sweet tooth.


  On his part, Brad had picked up a bag of Cheez-Its. It'd been years since he'd eaten them, to be honest, but he'd figured, looking at his unlikely companion, that it was a night of firsts. Ripping open the corner, he'd stuffed a couple of the bright orange crackers into his mouth, crunching thoughtfully.


  "A little different from your usual meal while out on the town, huh?" Cam had been watching him surreptitiously with a slight smile on his face.


  Brad had considered the question for a moment before answering truthfully. "Different, but not bad."


  And that had been the theme of the night. Different, but not bad. During that second half, once they'd started talking about more than just the plays of the game, the conversation surprisingly had just seemed to flow.


  Brad might be a New Englander born and bred, and Cam might be a Southern boy at heart, but they had surprisingly similar tastes and hobbies. They both enjoyed fishing, Bruce Springsteen, and Mexican food. They were closet Star Wars fans, and they had refused to see the new prequels when they'd been released. They both were pleased that the NFL had finally allowed for some plays to be reviewable, but they also couldn't understand why loose ball fumble recovery wasn't among those plays. And, of course, they had their young mentees, Nick and Lock, in common, too.


  When the basketball game had finished with Nick's team taking the win, Brad had been left wondering why he and Cam Hunter had been at each other's throats all of these years. With their starting quarterback positions on high-profile NFL teams and with their coming into the league at the same time, you'd think they'd have more in common than what their terse exchanges over the past few years would suggest. It seemed like they could just as easily have been friends as they were rivals.


  It's because you've been such a dick.


  Brad could practically hear Cam's voice in his head. Huh. Well, yeah, maybe it was.


  "Ahem." Brad looked up to see Katja's pointed look and their waiter standing by the table.


  "May I interest you in coffee or dessert, sir? Mademoiselle? Our pastry chef has introduced a new creation this week– a Mexican chocolate beignet with a sour cherry glaze."


  Brad glanced at Katja's salad plate, which was still half-full. He wasn't surprised to hear her decline. Stifling a sigh, he followed suit and asked for the check. He couldn't help thinking that Cam Hunter's insatiable sweet tooth would've had a field day right now.


  On their way out, he and Katja were met with the flashing bulbs of paparazzi that camped out regularly at this particular hot spot. He kind of hated it, but Katja smiled her Madame cover smile, grabbing his arm with an adoring look. He gave a half-smile and wave as the valet pulled up with his Range Rover.


  Once they got in and he started the engine, Katja turned to him with a playful pout on her face.


  "Baby, I'm sooooo sorry, but would you mind if we just called it a night? I have a four a.m. call time tomorrow morning, and I don't want to be all puffy," she said with a grimace and a gesture towards her face. "I promise to make it up to you," she added in a low, suggestive voice.


  "Sure, yeah, no problem," he said, pulling into traffic.


  "Thanks, baby, you are the best," she said, leaning over and kissing his cheek with a loud smack.


  "You know it," he replied automatically, turning the SUV in the direction of her SoHo loft.


  She giggled and began chattering again, this time about tomorrow morning's shoot.


  Funny thing was, although he knew he should have wanted her to stay the night, it didn't bother him all that much that she wouldn't be.


  ****


  On Friday afternoon a few days later, Brad was leaving the locker room after a hard workout at the Diamonds' training facility when his phone chirped, alerting him to an unread text message. Shifting his duffel bag to his other shoulder, he reached into the pocket of his jeans for his phone. Looking at the screen, he blinked in surprise at the sender before opening up the message.


  4:38PM Cam Hunter: Hey, random Q– you feel like seeing the Boss tonight? Buddy bailed on me & I remembered you like Springsteen. It's out in Philly.


  Raising his brows, he barely gave it a second thought before hitting "Reply."


  5:02PM Brad Jameson: Uh, yeah, I'm in. Tried to get tix in NYC, but sold out. Where & when?


  He hit "Send" and slipped his phone back into his pocket. After grabbing a bottle of water from the pantry, he made his way to the parking lot. His phone chirped again.


  5:07PM Cam Hunter: Great, it's a special live performance at the Shoreline. Starts at 9PM. Going to grab a bite before if you're interested.


  Unlocking his car, Brad tossed his duffel into the backseat. Dinner with Cam Hunter? Well, he'd survived a high school basketball game in his company. Had enjoyed it, actually, if he had to be honest with himself. Maybe this was step who-knows in his let's-not-be-a-dick rehab program.


  5:10PM Brad Jameson: Sure, at training camp in NJ right now, so will head down. Where to meet?


  After logging the destination into his GPS, Brad shifted into drive and pulled onto the turnpike.


  ****


  The bell on the door jingled above Brad's head as he walked into the well-lit Mexican joint that Cam had chosen. Brad had made pretty good time to Philly, pulling into a space at a nearby parking lot just after seven o'clock. With the short winter days, the sky had long gone dark, but he'd had no problem finding the restaurant, which was only two blocks from the concert venue in downtown Philadelphia.


  Brad took a step inside and smoothed a hand over his dark brown curls, which hadn't yet fully dried from his post-practice shower. He walked past the old-fashioned green cash register, a dish of peppermint candies, and the light yellow walls covered in colorful artwork painted on black velvet. A scrubbed counter with a handful of fixed stools lined the right hand side, and green vinyl booths holding a scattering of customers lined the left hand side under the windows. Scanning the booths, Brad saw Cam Hunter sitting in the far left corner facing the entrance. His dark grey Henley shirt was snug on his wide shoulders, and long legs encased in jeans and ending in brown utility boots extended into the aisle. He was shifting the condiments on the table around, his face unreadable. He looked up as Brad approached and stayed his hands from their restless movements.


  "Hey," Brad said as he walked up to the booth after catching Cam's eye. Brad offered a hand in greeting automatically, which Cam shook after a moment's hesitation, his expression relaxing into a smile.


  "Hey, Brad."


  "Thanks a lot for your message. It's really decent of you to have me along for this concert," Brad said as he slid into the booth across from Cam.


  "Don't mention it," Cam said, his white teeth flashing in another smile and his blue gaze warm and friendly. "We Springsteen fans need to stick together. There aren't many of us in our generation."


  Brad snorted. "Yeah, well, our generation made some unfortunate choices. If you ever catch me listening to the Backstreet Boys or wearing super baggy pants halfway down my ass, you have my permission to shoot me."


  Chuckling, Cam turned to the short Hispanic woman in a pink apron who had approached their table and set down two glasses of water. Cam smiled and said, "Hi Rosa."


  "Señor Hunter, so nice to have you back," she declared, smiling broadly. "What will you have today? The usual?"


  "Thanks, yeah, it's nice to see you, too. The usual sounds good," Cam agreed, nodding.


  "The usual?" Brad echoed. "And what exactly is that?" he asked, looking between Rosa and Cam.


  Cam colored slightly before mumbling, "A half dozen sour cream chicken enchiladas with a side of rice and beans, extra beans, and a Horchata."


  Brad grinned at the mention of the dessert drink. "Your sweet tooth attacks you even here, Hunter? Cam, that is," Brad amended.


  Inclining his head in acknowledgment of Brad's correction, Cam deadpanned, "It's a good thing I work out."


  Recognizing his own words from the other night, Brad eased back into the booth with a chuckle. His gaze lingered on Cam's broad shoulders, which were well-defined under the thin cotton shirt. Seeing the other man's muscular physique, there was no denying the time and effort that must go into honing that strength. It was doubtful one sugary drink would have any effect on such dedication.


  The petite waitress turned to Brad, not a hint of recognition in her eyes. "For you, señor?" she asked politely.


  "Ah, yeah, give me a sec," Brad said, reaching for the menu propped between the hot sauce and the metal napkin dispenser. Scanning it quickly, he said, "I'll have the carne asada burrito with guacamole and a Modelo." He glanced at Cam to see if he'd say anything about the beer order, but the other man kept his own counsel. "Oh, and I'll try one of those sour cream chicken enchiladas, too." With a nod, Rosa went to put in their orders.


  Returning the menu to its spot by the bottle of green Tomatillo sauce, Brad looked up and caught Cam's eye. "Cam, really, thanks a lot for asking me. I really appreciate it."


  Cam appeared surprised by the sincerity in Brad's voice. "Hey, don't mention it." Cam tapped Brad's hand with a finger, causing the hair on the back to tingle. He met Brad's gaze, and Cam's full lips lifted in a lopsided smile as he added, "You can get the next one."


  Brad was surprised by how easy it was to agree to that idea.


  ****


  And that was how it started. The de-rivaling and you're-a-dick-reversal of the relationship between sports media's favorite terrible twosome, Brad Jameson and Cam Hunter, began with a pile of hole-in-the-wall Mexican food and a live performance by the Boss himself, Bruce Springsteen.


  Unexpectedly, the "next one" that Cam had so casually mentioned came pretty quickly after that. Shortly after the Thanksgiving holiday, Brad's friend from California was launching an upscale Mexican-influenced eatery in the Gramercy area and had invited him to try out the place during the soft open. The second the word "Mexican" had hit Katja's ears, she had shuddered. So, of course, Brad couldn't help but remember his last Mexican meal, which was shared with Cam Hunter, his unlikely fellow Mexican enthusiast. With thoughts of that surprisingly enjoyable night out in Philly, Brad had barely hesitated a second before texting Cam, who had promptly responded with enthusiasm.


  Soon, dinner at La Rosa Amarilla morphed into hanging out a couple nights a week to shoot the shit and emailing and texting to rib on each other and share funny pictures and thoughts while on the road. It was a strange turn of events, Brad admitted, but he slid into it like an old glove. Once he realized the idiocy in always acting the way he was expected to act– by the media, by his team, by himself, even by Cam himself– he realized he should just go ahead, be authentic, and act the way he wanted to act.


  Since becoming a starter as a rookie, Brad had concentrated so much on his game– and, he supposed, New York's "scene – that he hadn't made any connections with male friends outside of the casual locker room exchanges and team outings. Sure, besides the models-and-bottles that had filled his evenings, he had the usual acquaintances and "people," but nobody who really understood where he was coming from– or who didn't seem to want something else from him in return. It was like Cam Hunter filled a hole that Brad hadn't realized was even there in the first place.


  Of course, the media had picked up on their growing bromance immediately. Although the paparazzis compulsion for stirring up trouble meant one outlandish headline after another, Brad acknowledged that he had finally– finally– grown past the need to rile them up. Coming out of college and the NFL draft, he'd been a cocky hot head, eager to make an impression. He'd spent three years feeding into their portrayal of his and Cam's intense rivalry that he hadn't taken the time to evaluate how he actually felt– until now. And he'd been stupid. He admitted it. Or, as Cam himself might say, he'd been a dick.


  Now that he'd admitted it, he realized that Cam Hunter really was a decent guy. Sure, his saint-like personality and choirboy optimism made the rest of them all look like complete delinquents in comparison, but was it fair to hold it against the man for being so damn good? It's not like being a Boy Scout was necessarily a bad thing.


  In those weeks following that fateful rivalry game, their two teams continued to jockey neck-and-neck for position at the top spot in the divisional standings as the league's regular season moved towards what would likely be a nail-biting finish. Brad had to admit that, since he and Cam had developed this unexpected friendship, it was a little easier to watch the Philadelphia Railers play. Now, whenever Cam pulled off a win with one of his trademark fourth quarter surges, Brad cringed at what it meant for his own team, but he was also inwardly pleased for Cam.


  Everything was going pretty damn well, actually. Their two teams' positions brought out the competitive edge on which Brad thrived. He had fire in his blood every week when he trotted onto the field. He worked his ass off to keep his team at the top, knowing that, if they slipped off the top, he'd be pissed, but his friend's team would be taking their place. That's right– he had a friend, however unlikely, in Cam Hunter.


  His agent pretty much loved the development of this new connection with Cam Hunter, ascribing to the philosophy that "there's no such thing as bad publicity." In that vein, interest in him as a media figure had skyrocketed, and whenever he and Katja were seen at any number of events, they were the focus of the media's loving eye. To be honest, he'd rather lost the spark he'd had with her, and he couldn't quite explain it. He was inclined to break it off, but he wanted to do it face-to-face. Lately, however, the only time they were face-to-face was at public events, and that certainly wasn't the time for a conversation. Even Brad-the-reforming-dick acknowledged that breaking up in front of the cameras– literally– would be a dick move and the height of disrespect.


  Too bad Katja didn't recognize that.


  ****


  Brad was on his couch going through his playbook when his phone rang.


  It was the last week of the regular season, and, true to expectations, the Railers and Diamonds were still duking it out for the number one spot in their division. Their records were so good that both teams would be in the playoffs, but the question now was which one would go in as the division champs and which one would be a wild card team. They were, once again, tied at the top of the standings. This time, however, the Railers had the bad luck to have their bye week in the last week of the season. That meant that, with Brad's game tomorrow, the Diamonds truly were the masters of their own fate. With a win, they'd be the division champs; with a loss, the Railers would be. The situation couldn't have been more ideal for breeding a perfect storm of media furor. The Eastern Division was the only one undetermined at this point, and with the interest still high in his and Cam's friendship, all eyes would be on the game tomorrow between the Diamonds and the Los Angeles Lightning.


  Brad considered not answering the phone– who the hell would call at eleven o'clock the night before a big game?– but then decided at least to see who it was. Grabbing his phone, he frowned at the caller ID. His agent? What the hell?


  Lifting it to his ear, he answered, "Phil, hey, what's up?"


  "Hey, Brad. Look, I know it's shitty and fucked up, but we can get past this. Tomorrow's game is a big one, so don't let it distract you. You can only–"


  "Phil, what the hell are you talking about?" Brad tried not to lose patience, but Phil sometimes just assumed everyone was following his own brain patterns.


  "Oh shit. Uh, well, I guess you haven't been on the Internet today?"


  "No," Brad said slowly, "I've been busy. Why? What's on the Internet today?"


  Phil sighed audibly. "Yeah, well, I'm just gonna tell it to you straight. There's a sex tape. It's–"


  "What?!" Brad exploded. "What the hell? I never–"


  "Not you," Phil hurried to reassure Brad. "Ah, well, maybe it would've been better if it had been you," he added cryptically.


  "Phil, what the hell does that mean?" Brad gritted out. Jesus, if Phil weren't one of the top contract negotiators in the business, there's no way Brad would put up with this kind of bullshit.


  "A sex tape is going viral on the web. With Katja Danzig and two guys from that punk band Jane's Heart. It's pretty raunchy. And it's clearly her."


  Brad rubbed his forehead as he considered Phil's words. Finally, he told the agent, "Shit, I knew something was up. I've just been too busy to figure out what was going on." A little voice in Brad's head couldn't help pointing out that he hadn't been too busy to find time to hang out with Cam Hunter. Shaking his head, Brad turned back to the conversation. "So, you're my agent, what does this mean?"


  Phil was silent for a moment before responding. "Well, shitstorm's on the rise, for sure. Like I said, try not to let it distract you. If it comes up, and it probably will, we can play it two ways: ignore it and make it known you were on the outs, anyway, or be a brokenhearted lover playing the sympathy card." Phil paused again. "I recommend the former."


  "Well, yeah, that's the truth," Brad replied with some exasperation.


  "Good good," Phil said quickly. "It'll be good to give them something else to think about. Let's hope the drama of the game tomorrow can keep some attention away from this sex tape shit. Just try not to let them distract you. Kick some ass tomorrow."


  "Yeah, well, I've always been in good with the press. Since it's the Railers' bye week, Cam said he'd be in the stands tomorrow, too, and they love him. How bad could it really be?"


  ****


  It was actually worse than anything he'd ever expected.


  Not the game. The game went beautifully. The Lightning's defense crumbled in the face of the Diamonds' dominating offensive line, and the New York Diamonds sailed to a 34-7 victory to grab the divisional title. The Los Angeles Lightning turned out to be the least of Brad's problems.


  The moment he had stepped out of his car, he'd been the focus of flashing cameras, and, from the bold ones amongst the crowds, he'd also been on the receiving end of questions called out that had alluded to Katja's extracurricular activities.


  They really were like vultures circling around a kill.


  His interactions with the press over the past few years had largely been positive or, at the very least, neutral experiences. Their prurient interest in Katja's very public sexploits, his and her supposed relationship, and their snide insinuations that he hadn't been able to "rein her in" came as a complete shock. Even with his attempts to play down the state of their now non-existent relationship, he was still reeling from the post-game press conference that he'd just given. Considering his team had just clinched the number one spot in the Eastern Division in the last game of the season, he'd expected interest in the impressive eighty-six percent completion rate he'd just passed for or, at the very least, a general interest in the dramatic way the Eastern Division had played out.


  But no, they wanted to know about her sex tape, what he thought of it, and whether he had known about it, which was a stupid question. If he'd known, would they still have been very publicly dating up until recently? Actually, they hadn't even technically broken up at this point, but the fact that there was a sex tape was enough for Brad to figure that a face-to-face "fuck you" wasn't necessary.


  It hadn't helped that, in the last eighteen hours, another tape had surfaced featuring Katja and an up-and-coming rap artist.


  Brad ran the towel over his hair and tossed it with more force than necessary into the bin by the showers. Dragging his feet, he made his way to his locker, where he began pulling on dark jeans and a soft grey polo.


  It was humiliating. That's what it was. And he dreaded the media circus that awaited him outside those locker room doors. Who knows what might've happened in the span of time during the game? Maybe there was a tape of Katja doing midget porn? He scowled. Right now, nothing would surprise him.


  At that moment, a burst of noise interrupted his thoughts. Glancing up, he saw Cam Hunter enter through the locker room doors to a chorus of questions and exclamations that sought to catch his attention. He waved them back and shut the doors, turning to walk towards Brad with a grimace on his face.


  "Hey, man," Brad said with some relief. "It's sure good to see a friendly face."


  "Figured that'd be the case. Don't pay them any attention, Brad," Cam said dismissively, clasping Brad's hand in their usual greeting. "Let's just get you out of here, yeah?"


  Brad heaved a sigh. "Yeah." After he finished packing his duffle, he threw on his coat, and they made their way to the door. "Hey, you wanna come over? I need to decompress, and it'd be nice to have company."


  Cam looked pleased with the invitation, and a grin spread across his face. "Sure, I'd love to," he said, coloring slightly.


  Pausing before the closed doors and hearing the rustle of the restless pack of media hounds outside, Cam turned to Brad. "Ready?"


  Brad grunted. "Yeah, I guess."


  Cam rested an arm across Brad's shoulders and gave it a companionable squeeze. "Hey, you played a fantastic game today. Your pass completion was off-the-charts, and that play at the end of the half with the quarterback sneak was genius. Don't let them get to you."


  Brad's brow cleared a little. He and Cam didn't "talk shop" often, and it meant a lot to him to hear Cam's unexpected and flattering words. He smiled at Cam, whose blue eyes were open with admiration. "Thanks." He took a deep breath. "Okay, let's go."


  They pushed open the locker room doors together and were immediately hit with a blast of sound.


  "Brad! Brad! Any comments on the Katja Danzig scandal?"


  "Have you seen the tapes? Did you know about them?"


  "Did you ever make a sex tape with Katja?"


  "What does this mean for you two?"


  "Is she carrying your baby?"


  His lips pressed into a thin line, Brad uttered a terse "no comment" as he and Cam fought their way through the milling reporters and blinding camera flashes. As they made their way out of the stadium, Cam threw a protective arm around Brad's shoulder and stuck his arm out in a move reminiscent of a stiff arm block. The crowd of people and flurry of questions followed them until Brad paused at the door to his Range Rover and turned around. The media hounds hushed and leaned forward to catch his words.


  "I have no further comment other than to say that Katja Danzig and I are no longer together, and our relationship was headed in this direction for quite some time prior to the events that have recently come to light. Thank you."


  Of course, they had a hundred more questions.


  Ignoring them, Brad turned to his car and unlocked the door. He looked at Cam, who squeezed his shoulder reassuringly and had a troubled look on his face. Mustering up a smile, Brad said, "If you're still up for it, why don't you follow me into the city?"


  It took Cam a moment to connect the question to their earlier conversation, but he finally returned the smile. "Sounds good."


  Nodding, Brad climbed into his car and shut the door. He watched as Cam turned around and faced their unwanted audience. He raised his eyebrows when Cam lifted his hands and began to speak.


  "Listen, you all know that none of this is Brad's fault, and even with the tough time y'all have given him, he just threw for the game of the season. Maybe y'all can report on the football that got played today. If you're going to write about something, write about that."


  There was a pause, and Brad could only guess at the look Cam gave his audience. The reporters had the grace to look a bit chagrined and began filtering off. Shaking his head, Cam made his way to the brown Bronco on the other side of the parking lot, a few tenacious members of the press trailing behind him. Brad's eyes were wide as he watched Cam climb into the cab of his truck. For the typically mild-mannered Cam Hunter, that little speech had been akin to a hotel room-trashing temper tantrum.


  Brad fought back a smile as he turned the key in the ignition. He was used to fending for himself, and, well, all things considered, it felt pretty damn good now to have someone he could count on in his corner.


  ****


  Grabbing two bottles from his refrigerator, Brad shut the door and rounded the center island to head back into the living area. The lights were off in the living room, and the soft recessed lighting from the galley kitchen reflected gently off the satin-finished dark wood floors. Brad joined Cam at the south-facing floor-to-ceiling windows. The other man had shucked his coat and now stood with his hands behind his back in a burgundy Henley shirt and dark jeans, taking in the city panorama and glowing lights below. There was no street noise to mar the perfection of the view visible from fifty-two floors above. Neither said anything for a moment until Cam broke the silence.


  "This is truly amazing," Cam proclaimed with a low whistle, his eyes bright with undisguised appreciation as he glanced over at Brad. Even though he knew he hadn't done anything to create that excitement, Brad still felt a rush of pride at seeing Cam's reaction. He found himself wanting to see more of that expression on Cam's face in the future. For now, though, Brad couldn't help teasing him a bit.


  "First time in the big city, farm boy?" Brad asked with a nudge of his elbow.


  Cam pretended to scowl at him, but couldn't hold it when his face slid back into its usual good-natured expression. "Nah, I'm just blown away to think that you see this every day…" He trailed off with another admiring look out the windows.


  "We even carry refreshments," Brad quipped, extending one of the bottles in his hand in Cam's direction.


  "Thanks," Cam said, his brows lifting when he saw the matching water bottle in Brad's hand. "I thought you wanted to decompress?" Cam queried while unscrewing the cap, his unspoken question easily heard by Brad.


  Brad cleared his throat. "A good friend of mine doesn't need alcohol after a hard day to decompress, and I seem to have lost my taste for the stuff. I guess he's rubbing off on me," Brad said with a quick smile.


  Cam grinned and lifted his water bottle in a silent toast, which Brad returned. After taking a drink from it, though, Cam sobered and turned to face Brad. "So, your hard day," Cam said softly. "You wanna talk about it?"


  His hard day.


  That was a damned understatement.


  Brad couldn't stifle a groan as he turned away and began to pace for a few steps, muttering under his breath. Finally, Brad set the water bottle on the coffee table, and, running an agitated hand through his hair, he flopped onto the leather sofa with a sigh. Cam took a seat beside him, setting his water on the table next to Brad's. Cam glanced at Brad, his brows raised expectantly.


  Brad blew out a long breath. Rubbing his hand over his eyes, he dropped his head onto the seat back cushion to stare at the ceiling. "It's just… it's such a surprise, you know? I just can't believe anyone would do this to me. I'm sure you've heard by now what Katja's supposed to have done, and it just seems to snowball every damned time I hear her name. First that one tape. Then another tape. I just… I don't know what to expect." Cam made sympathetic noises, and Brad continued. "Really, you think you know someone and then you find out you can't trust your own judgment. It's like… you can't trust yourself, and you're not worthy of respect. It just… doesn't inspire much confidence. I feel like such a goddamned fool, and I hate that everyone else is bound to think I'm a goddamned fool, too," he admitted, raising his hand to rub his eyes again.


  Cam didn't respond immediately, so Brad glanced over at the other man. Cam was staring into the middle distance in the direction of the marble fireplace and appeared to be struggling with what to say. When they made eye contact, though, Cam's blue eyes were clear and focused, and he gave Brad a soft smile. Brad felt a warmth spread through his chest at seeing that smile. It was comforting; it was like coming home.


  "Brad," Cam said in his smooth drawl, "it's not you. You have to realize that, like it or not, there'll be some bad apples out there, and sometimes you might find yourself mixed up with one of them. That's not your fault." Cam paused before continuing in a softer voice. His eyes met Brad's. "There's nothing wrong with you, Brad. Far from it. You're strong. You're smart. You're passionate. You're talented. You're good-looking. Spending time with you and getting to know you have only proven what I always thought might be true– that you're pretty much… perfect." Cam ended his words on a whisper, his gaze intent on Brad's.


  During the course of Cam's speech, Brad's heart had begun to race. What was Cam saying? Was he saying…? But looking into Cam's eyes now, the message was clear.


  "Is that so…?" Brad asked, stalling for time and rapidly processing this development.


  Their friendship was close now, but it seemed Cam may want something… more. Brad waited for a mental recoil that never came. Wait– what? What was happening here? He was an open-minded guy– he'd lived all his life in New York City, after all– but he'd never considered another man for himself before. But with Cam, something felt… different. Something felt right. Cam had come to mean so much to him in such a short period of time that it was like Brad had been waiting for him all this time, and they were meant to fit together.


  He tried to imagine himself with another man and failed miserably. He tried to imagine Cam with another, and his entire being rejected it, a possessive wave rolling through his body. He thought about Cam and that group of friends he'd seen Cam with earlier in the season. What if Cam were to become involved with one of them? He remembered the concerned– and interested?– gleam in the eyes of that other man, Seth. He tried to picture Cam with Seth, and just the thought of it made him want to punch something.


  Cam's gaze was gentle, but unwavering, when he answered Brad's question. "Yes," he declared simply. "Anyone would be lucky to be with you."


  With his pulse racing, Brad inched forward on the sofa, moving inexorably closer. Cam didn't retreat; instead, his eyes widened and his lips parted. Looking into Cam's eyes, Brad repeated, "Anyone?"


  Cam watched him with eyes that shone, intense with determination and hope. He wet his lips briefly, and Brad's breath caught in his throat. "Anyone," Cam affirmed.


  Brad was past the point of questioning it now. It felt right. It felt inevitable. It felt like fate. He wasn't one to deny himself, so, embracing this growing attraction he felt, he leaned forward, pulling closer and closer to the other man. Pausing a breath away from Cam's lips, he murmured, "You're sure?"


  Cam released a breath that he'd apparently been holding. "Positive," he whispered fiercely before his hands closed around Brad's arms and he leaned forward to close the space between them. Brad's eyes closed, and he groaned at the first touch of Cam's lips. They were soft. They were firm. They were… Cam. Heat coursed through his veins as those lips gently caressed his.


  Pulling apart, he opened his eyes to see Cam's blue stare fixed on his with an intensity that caused a shiver of anticipation to go down his spine.


  "I never–"


  "I thought–"


  They broke off at the same time.


  Cam continued, his face flushed but determined. "I thought that would never happen. I've been hoping… all this time… and was sure I would never get a chance…" He looked down, then looked back up to pin Brad with his gaze. "I– I thought it was amazing."


  His heart pounding in his ears, Brad met Cam's eyes. He had no idea what they were doing, but he knew that he'd never felt this connected to someone before. It wasn't something to be discounted; it was something to be nurtured and developed. He wanted Cam to feel good, and he knew that when that happened, he'd feel good in turn. He didn't know what was happening to them, but he wanted to be right there with Cam when it did happen. His gaze dropped to Cam's lips for a moment before lifting to meet his eyes once more.


  "I thought so, too," he whispered. "So amazing I don't know why we stopped."


  Brad was the one to lean forward this time, capturing Cam's lips confidently and with an insistent pressure that made the other man moan into his mouth and tighten the grip he maintained on Brad's arms. Brad's hands came up to frame Cam's face, cupping his jaw with his palms, as he moved closer into the kiss.


  The sensations were incredible and unlike any he'd ever experienced. He caressed Cam's slightly stubbled skin beneath his palms and thrilled at the strength revealed in the hands grasping his own biceps. Pressing his body into Cam's, he eased the pressure of the kiss a bit to trace his tongue across the seam of Cam's lips. God, how he wanted to taste him. He could feel himself hardening against the fly of his jeans at the very thought of it.


  When Cam parted his lips on a gasp, Brad took full advantage and stroked his tongue into Cam's mouth. He tasted like cinnamon and chocolate, and Brad chuckled inwardly to realize that he was the lucky beneficiary of one of the unseen advantages of Cam's sweet tooth. The slide of Cam's tongue against his made him groan.


  Brad leaned into the other man and smoothed his hands across those firmly muscled shoulders, pressing him backwards against the soft leather. Cam went willingly, and Brad was soon sprawled beside the other man on the deep cushions, their lips fused together as they explored each other's tastes. Reaching behind him blindly, Brad shoved a couple of the cushions over the back of the couch so that there'd be more room for the two of them. Stretching out across the extra space, he pulled Cam closer.


  Fire coursed through Brad's veins as he felt Cam press against the length of his body. He threw a leg over Cam's and urged him closer, leaning over the man to deepen their kiss. The muscular chest rubbing against his, the strong arms encircling him, the firm thighs beneath his own– it felt incredible. There was a substance to Cam that was lacking in the stick-figure models he'd wasted his time with before. It was a change he welcomed and embraced wholeheartedly.


  Cam gave as much as he took, their tongues sliding against each other smoothly, firmly, deliciously. Brad's breath caught when he felt the other man circling his hips underneath him, grinding an unmistakably hard bulge against his own.


  With a gasp, Brad broke the kiss. Breathing heavily, he looked down as Cam blinked open eyes that were bright with need. "Cam… Jesus Christ, what are you doing to me?" Brad murmured, his hazel eyes searching Cam's blue gaze.


  Cam gave another sinuous roll of his hips, and Brad groaned, dropping his forehead onto the couch beside Cam's head. He was hard as granite, and Cam Hunter was the reason. Brad's dark hair brushed against Cam's dirty blond waves, and he could smell a hint of the clean, woodsy scent of Cam's aftershave. He heard Cam take in a deep breath and then felt his chest rumble as he answered in a low voice, "I don't know, but I wish you wouldn't stop."


  Turning his face into the side of Cam's neck, Brad's lids dropped closed as he whispered into Cam's ear, "Then let's keep going, shall we?"


  Murmuring his assent, Cam shifted restlessly beneath him in response, bringing their muscular bodies in contact with each other once again. Brad gave Cam's ear a soft nip and then began nibbling and licking a path down the strong column of his neck. When he reached the neckline of Cam's shirt, Brad growled in frustration.


  Breathing in Cam's scent, Brad muttered under his breath, "Cam, I want to feel you. I need to feel you." He reached his hands down for the hemline of Cam's shirt and felt a momentary pang of doubt. Was he moving too fast? Cam was well known for his Boy Scout ways, which included a definite absence from the dating scene and not even a whisper of any sexual exploits. Jesus, for all Brad knew, Cam might be a virgin and saving himself.


  It seemed his hesitation was written on his face because Cam reached one hand up and ran a gentle palm along the side of Brad's neck. His gaze was open and bright with desire. "Brad, I want this. I want you," he said firmly, smoothing his hand down Brad's neck and along his shoulder in a lingering caress. He swallowed hard before continuing. "I've wanted you for longer than you can even imagine." With those words, Cam shifted upwards and reached down to pull his shirt over his head. Tossing it to the floor, he pulled Brad in for a determined kiss. When their lips parted, they were both breathing heavily as Cam said, "And right now, I want us to keep doing what we're doing."


  Not waiting for a response, Cam leaned in for another kiss as his hands went to the bottom of Brad's shirt. Feeling Cam's insistent tugging, Brad sat up to pull his polo off and toss it onto the floor with Cam's shirt. He hesitated; then, holding Cam's gaze, Brad slowly and deliberately reached for the button on his jeans. Cam's eyes widened and his lips parted before he whispered, "Oh yes…" Cam reached for his own fly, and they both stripped off their jeans before settling back down length-wise on the couch.


  Brad sucked in a harsh breath as they came in skin-to-skin contact with only his black boxer briefs and Cam's blue cotton boxers to separate them. "Jesus, that feels good," Brad murmured, leaning forward once again to capture Cam's lips with his own. Brad shifted his hand up to explore the light sprinkling of dark blond hair covering the other man's firm, muscular pecs. He gasped against Cam's lips when he felt fingers trailing up along the ridges of his abdomen. They sifted through the dark hairs on his own chest before coming to rest over his heart, the thumb circling around the now-pebbled peak.


  Cam broke the kiss and, heavy lidded, leaned down to lave at Brad's stiffened nipple, taking it between his lips and sucking at it gently. Brad dropped his head back with a groan as Cam turned to pay similar attention to the other side. He was so hard he felt like his cock would tear a hole through his briefs.


  As though reading his mind, Cam lifted his head and met Brad's gaze with eyes that blazed with desire. "Brad, I want you. I want to feel you." He paused and pressed his obvious erection upwards into Brad's hip. "All of you," Cam added in a low voice.


  In response, Brad ran a hand along the man's outer thigh, and he watched as Cam's lids dropped to half-mast once again, his breath quickening. Brad glided his hand to the front of Cam's boxers, tracing the impressive outline of the cock beneath the soft cotton. "Like this?" Brad queried with a teasing quirk of his lips.


  "Mmmmm," Cam agreed, his hips surging up as he sought closer contact with Brad's hand. "Or like this," Cam offered. Brad felt exploring fingers tunnel beneath the waistband of his boxer briefs before strong hands gripped the curves of his ass and pulled him close. Brad groaned as he felt his cock rub against Cam's hip through their shorts. The soft cotton of his boxer briefs was in the way. He wanted them off, and he wanted them off now.


  "Cam, I want to see this," he said, palming Cam's heavy erection through the thin boxers. "I want to touch you." He shifted his hands to Cam's waistband and, with a lift of his brows, he began to ease the other man's shorts down over the high curve of his muscular ass. Nodding, Cam slipped his hands from Brad's briefs and helped Brad tug the shorts off. Brad felt Cam's hands return to his waist as they slid beneath the waistband of his own boxer briefs.


  "You too," Cam whispered, his gaze intense as he helped Brad out of his briefs and tossed them aside.


  Leaning up on one elbow, Brad looked down at the man sprawled beside him, his muscles firm yet relaxed beneath pale skin that was lightly dusted at the chest, arms and legs with dark blond hairs. Cam's expression was open and rapt with adoration, and Brad felt an answering wave of emotion wash through him. This man– this moment– it was just so right.


  His eyes widened as he took in the size of Cam's thick, ruddy cock extending from a bed of dark curls. It was uncut, and the head peeked out from beneath the foreskin, glistening with precum. His own cock twitched, and a kick of desire hit him in the gut.


  "What are you thinking?" Cam asked in a low voice.


  "I'm thinking you're incredible," Brad murmured, as he leaned forward to place a lingering kiss on Cam's lips. He lifted his head briefly and repeated, "You're incredible, and I can't wait to get my hands on you." Matching actions to words, he reached down and grasped Cam at the base of his cock. Cam puffed out a breath as soon as their skin made contact. His cock was hard and hot in Brad's hand. "I got you," he whispered playfully against Cam's mouth, giving him a light stroke and feeling the foreskin slide beneath his palm. It was so different from his own cut cock– a difference that aroused and excited him.


  Cam gasped at the movement of Brad's hand. He felt those lips quirk up in a smile before Cam replied, "Don't let go."


  "Never," Brad murmured, leaning forward to kiss his soft lips once more. Slipping his tongue into Cam's mouth, he scooted forward until they were skin to skin again. He shifted a bit until he could palm both of their rigid shafts in his grasp. Precum had dribbled from his own cock and now provided a welcome lubricant on their slick flesh. They both moaned in unison at the heated friction as he began to stroke his closed fist up and down their hard cocks.


  "Oh… oh, Brad. That's it, come on… come on, stroke me and make me come," Cam groaned urgently, grinding his hips in a circular motion.


  Brad's nostrils flared at the sound of the provocative words coming from Cam's mouth. Goddamn, it was so hot and unexpected he might come just from hearing them. "That's right," Brad murmured against his lips, "that's right, Cam, I'm gonna make you come now." His stroking hand was smooth and steady on their hot shafts, and he gazed deep into Cam's blue eyes, which were heavy-lidded with passion. His own cock felt like it was going to explode, and he knew he wouldn't last long at this pace.


  Cam's breath was coming in short bursts, and Brad's whole body jerked in response when he felt Cam's hand reach down to massage their balls together. He groaned at the sensations that were shooting through his body. Jesus Christ, it was too much. It was too much.


  Cam's body stiffened beside his, and with a shout, Cam released their balls and began to come in spurts, his cock twitching against Brad's as cum shot up between their bodies. With a groan of relief, Brad let himself go. His eyelids fluttering shut at the unbelievable sensations coursing through him, his orgasm came in a rush that shot down his spine and up his shaft until his hand was milking cum from both of their cocks together.


  Brad looked down to see the last of the spurts of cum as it landed between them on their chests. Breathing heavily, he gently unfurled his fingers from around their cocks and looked up. His breath caught in his throat at the tender expression in Cam's eyes.


  Leaning forward, Cam pressed a soft kiss to Brad's lips. "Thank you. That was incredible. You're incredible."


  "So are you," Brad whispered, giving Cam another kiss. "I know this will sound crazy, but I've never felt this way before."


  Cam's eyes gleamed, and his smile was encouraging when he asked, "Like what?"


  Brad searched for the right words. "I don't know… like… that was meant to happen. Like you're my other half, and I didn't know I was missing that other half until now…" His words trailed off as he met Cam's eyes with uncharacteristic uncertainty.


  Cam lifted a hand to smooth his thumb across Brad's jawline. "Brad, I meant what I said before. I want you. I've always wanted you. I just didn't think I'd ever have you," Cam continued softly, "until now." He met Brad's eyes with a question in his gaze.


  Brad's chest flooded with warmth at the words, and he reached forward to frame Cam's face tenderly. "Oh, you have me, all right," he whispered against Cam's lips. "And you'd better not let go," he added as he leaned in for another kiss.


  ****


  The next morning, sunlight greeted them bright and early as it streamed through the windows onto the crisp blue duvet on Brad's Cal-King bed. Rolling onto his back with a flop and covering his eyes with his forearm, Brad reached across the bed with one hand. He frowned and blinked his eyes open in surprise when the space next to him turned out to be empty.


  Where was Cam? Surely the other man hadn't bailed in the middle of the night?


  Last night, they had cleaned up in the shower, which had had him thanking whatever foresight the architect had had in installing a walk-in shower with multiple jets and room for two people to maneuver. Following that extended shower, it'd grown quite late, and he'd suggested Cam stay the night. After Cam's shy acceptance, they'd climbed into his bed, where they'd touched and kissed a bit more, murmuring affectionate nonsense before easing into a restful sleep. At the moment, though, Brad's sleep was disturbed now that he didn't know what had happened to Cam.


  Movement by the windows caught his eye, and he turned to see Cam standing in front of the clear glass, his shorts slung low on his hips. Cam took a sip out of the glass of orange juice in his hands and turned, smiling when he saw Brad blinking sleepily at him.


  "Good mornin'," he greeted Brad in his soft drawl.


  "Morning," Brad said with a yawn. "Cam, please don't tell me you're one of those early birds," he complained as he sat up, rubbing his eyes.


  Cam smiled. "Well, not usually, but when I saw the city lit up with the morning sun, I just couldn't help myself." He gestured with his glass towards the wall of windows separating them from the city below. "I mean, I know this is old hat for you, but that view is truly impressive."


  Brad blew out an exasperated breath. "Cam, the way you're talking, it's like you're never coming up here again. And that," he said, pinning Cam with a pointed look, "is definitely not the case. If I have anything to say about it, you'll see a whole hell of a lot of this place. And this place in particular," he added with a playful waggle of his brows and a gleam in his eyes, smoothing his hand over the comforter next to him.


  Cam searched Brad's gaze for a moment before a smile broke out across his face. "Sometimes I just can't believe this is happening."


  "Well, it is," Brad stated decisively. He lifted the corner of the duvet and raised his brows at the other man in invitation. "So? You coming back to bed or do I have to tackle you for it? Because you know I will," he said with a teasing smile that belied the challenging lift of his brow.


  "I'm coming, I'm coming," Cam replied with a grin as he set his glass down on the window ledge and walked over.


  "Not yet, but you will be," Brad said in a low voice rich with promise. "And lose the shorts," he added, his need for more sleep superseded now by another, more pressing need that had been awakened by none other than the extraordinary Cameron Hunter.


  THE END
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  MARKING TIME


  by CJ Anthony


  CHAPTER 1


  September 8, 1997


  They always say you remember the exact moment you met the person you'll love forever— you remember exactly what they were wearing and what they looked like and what they were doing. Well, I don't remember what he was wearing and I only remember the day because it was also the first day of fourth grade for me. But hey, I was only nine— my mind was not exactly on the rest of my life that day. I do remember thinking he was about the coolest person I'd ever met.


  I had been home from school for a while and was sitting at the kitchen counter eating a snack of cheese and apple slices, telling mom all about how Josh had puked on the playground and Ashley, the drama queen, had accidentally stepped in it and ran screaming to the teacher.


  The front door opened and my older brother Bobby, clattered through, banging his backpack against the doorframe. He was yapping loudly about something and there was another voice with him. The door slammed, mom yelled, and Bobby threw back a "Sorry, Mom!"


  And then, there he was— Chase Michaels. He and Bobby were both new freshman at the high school and they'd met in English class. Even at fifteen, Chase was a giant, especially to little nine year-old me sitting on a kitchen stool. I craned my neck to look up at him. He was starting to come out of that awkward stage of pudgy kid into solidly built teenager. He had short dark hair and these eyes that were an incredible mix of blue and gray.


  Bobby rolled his eyes as he introduced me as his "dweeby little brother Adam," but Chase actually looked me in the eyes and gave me a big smile. "Hey little man." He spoke to me! I just stared up at him. "Hi," was my wordy response.


  They stayed just long enough to make peanut butter sandwiches and then they stomped up the stairs to Bobby's room. All I could do was watch him go, in awe. Even then, I was drawn to him, though it was clearly nothing sexual at the time. It was more like the hero-worship of a big brother— if your big brother wasn't an asshat to you like mine was.


  He and Bobby quickly became best buds so he was always over at our house. As soon as he saw me, Chase would always acknowledge me with a "Dude!" or "What's up Little A?" while ruffling my hair or squeezing me in a headlock.


  I wasn't allowed in Bobby's room when they were there, but if they were going somewhere— like down to the corner convenience mart or to a movie— I always tried to tag along. Of course, Bobby never wanted me to come and screaming and yelling would escalate from both of us. Sometimes mom would intervene, either keeping me home or ordering Bobby to take me. But more often than not, Chase would cut in before Bobby got a chance to protest. He always was cool with me hanging out with them, even as Bobby made a disgusted face or punched him on the arm.


  Eventually, they both went off to college and I was left to deal with puberty alone. At first, I thought I was just a late-bloomer because I just didn't see what was "so hot" about any of the girls at school like the other boys did. I sort of began getting an inkling that there was something different going on with me when I found myself watching Tommy McCafferty a lot. He was one of the guys at school who had already started developing a little earlier than the rest of us. He had golden-blond wavy hair that hung down to his jaw and peach fuzz growing on his chin. I kept wondering what it would feel like to touch it.


  Then, Bobby and Chase came home from college for summer break, and I knew. It became very crystal-clear where my preferences lay by the near-constant hard-on I sported all summer. Chase had matured a lot through high school, but a year of college had made quite a difference. He'd played football in high school, earning him a scholarship to Ohio State and the expensive training facilities provided by the college had transformed his body. His bulk had turned into hard muscle and lean abs. Hell, even his face was more chiseled and defined.


  I was thirteen that summer. As teenagers tend to do, it was almost noon by the time I strolled downstairs. My brother had been home from college for a few days, and at supper last night he had mentioned Chase was due home today. So I was heading to the kitchen to forage for some breakfast— well okay, almost lunch by that time— when the loud raucous voices outside distracted me. I was a nosy kid, so I made a detour on my route to look out the living room window and that's when it happened. Bobby was washing dad's car, his trade for borrowing it to take Suzy McIntyre out on a date later. He and Chase were horsing around with the hose, getting more water on themselves than on the car. Chase's white T-shirt was plastered to his chest, and I could see everything— his flat stomach, his defined pecs and his very, very pert nipples. He was smiling and laughing, water dripping from his hair, which had grown out some. I probably would have stayed there forever watching, had I not felt the blood rushing to my groin and my gym shorts starting to tent. I looked down in horror and ran very uncomfortably up to my room and slammed the door shut tight. I sat down on my bed and just stared at my shorts. I tried thinking of every distracting thing I could think of– dead animals and sports scores and I even tried to play my favorite Zombie video game in my head. Just as it would start to go away, the image of Chase would flash through my head again and "it" would come roaring back to life, harder than before. Finally I couldn't take any more and I took a shower to get some relief. I tried to imagine some of the naked women in the nudie magazines the boys at school passed around. I stroked and stroked myself, trying to make myself come. But, nothing... until the pictures of long blond hair and blood-red lips and humongous breasts slowly morphed into a firm chin and a wide grin and broad shoulders with water dripping down his wet T-shirt. Less than two strokes later, I was exploding all over the shower tiles.


  There was clearly no denying it anymore, no more trying to say, "well maybe," no more pretending— I got off on boys. Men. And right now, not just any man— I was hard for Chase.


  After I got out of the shower, I sat on the edge of my bed, shaking for what seemed like hours. My world had just been turned upside down and my mind was racing. What did all this mean? Would people be able to tell when they looked at me? And why? Why me?


  What would my parents say? My Mom said she'd love me no matter what, but would she love me through this? And my Dad. Oh God, my Dad. He was not as touchy and huggy as mom; he was a man's man, an ex-Marine. He was tough but I'd never questioned that he loved us, in his way. But would he love me now? Could he love a son that was a... a... a faggot? A queer? A sissy? About a dozen more words meandered through my brain, every word I'd ever heard from my friends, from adults, from TV. Was that who I was now? Were those words me now?


  My stomach started feeling queasy and I think my body and my brain were starting to shut down. It was way too much to deal with right now. I climbed back in bed and curled up on my side, pulling the covers completely over me, even though it was probably eighty degrees out. I escaped into the safety of sleep for a while.


  Mom stopped up once in the middle afternoon to see what I was doing and was concerned, of course. I told her I was sick and didn't feel well. Which wasn't far from the truth. I was still huddled under the covers; I didn't even turn to face her. She reached across my bed and touched her hand to my forehead in that classic mom move, to see if I had a fever. It apparently satisfied her enough that she left me alone to rest.


  I think I dozed some more off and on. The sun coming through my windows had started to fade when the next knock on my door came. My heart sped into overdrive at the deep baritone voice.


  "Little A? How're you doing there kiddo?" Crap! I didn't know what to do. Maybe I could just pretend I was sleeping. Yeah... except that I was turned toward the bedroom door he was standing in front of and my eyes were open. He took a step forward and ducked his head to look right at me. "I was totally bummed to hear you were feeling sick, I've been waiting all semester for the chance to squash you in Zombie Attack III."


  I tried to resist, tried to will myself not to react. But of their own accord, my eyes lifted up to look into his searing blue-gray eyes. I gulped, as I felt my dick start to perk up and quickly bunched the thin blanket around me so that he would not see.


  "Aw, you do look a little flushed, A. Your mom sent some soup up for you if you're hungry." I realized he had placed a tray on the nightstand. A few awkward moments of silence passed, as he waited for me to say something, but I kept my mouth shut.


  "Okay, well... I hope you feel better. Get some rest, sport." He turned and left, shutting the door behind him. I flopped over onto my back and threw the blanket over my head in embarrassment.


  I was starved though. Apparently gay guys needed to eat too. I sat up and wolfed down the soup. My dick eventually calmed back down to normal. I slept a little more and the next morning when I woke up again the sun was shining and the birds were chirping outside my window. Just like normal. I got up to go to the bathroom and when I was done I caught sight of myself in the mirror. Other than looking a little groggy from sleep, I saw the same thing I did every day– same floppy, dirty-blond hair, same green eyes, same fair skin with a few acne spots here and there. I didn't look any different than I did yesterday, or the day before. I didn't feel any different– well, as long as I didn't think about Chase. I still felt like me. There was nothing about me that screamed out I LIKE BOYS, at least that I could tell. So maybe no one else would be able to tell either?


  I glanced back at my bed, but I knew I couldn't hide there for the rest of my life. The world would go on spinning, each new day would dawn, the same as the day before and the day before that. And I was still going to be gay. Every day. So I guess I needed to learn how to deal with it.


  I showered and headed downstairs. My heart thudded nervously when I saw Mom in the kitchen, but when she turned and saw me, she smiled as big as she always did when she saw me. Actually she fawned over me more than usual, but that was just because she had thought I'd been sick.


  I braced myself for every encounter I had that day but no one treated me any different. My dad came in from work and did pay me a little more attention than normal, again because I'd been "sick." Then he was back to giving a kiss to mom and telling her about his day while she made dinner. Bobby pretty much ignored me, but that was normal too.


  I spent a lot of time that evening and the next few days holed up in my room on the computer, searching everything I could about being gay. I came across several message boards where gay teens were talking to each other. I was too shy to join in but it made me feel better, reading their stories and realizing they were going through the same things I was. And of course I came across a lot of very eye-opening sites as well. I watched my first gay porn video and I was so turned on, I came before the porn stars did. That first porn experience ironically left me feeling very relieved– relieved because it meant I was gay and I could get it up for other men and not just Chase.


  That didn't mean, however, that I wasn't still tortured by Chase. None of the porn stars ever made me as hot as he did. And unfortunately for me and my balls and dick, he was around our house a lot that summer. He and Bobby worked for a landscaping company and he'd come home with Bobby every day after they were done with work. I saw a lot of his tanned, rock-hard body in tank tops and shorts... sometimes in just shorts... causing a problem in my shorts. Chase would be all smudged with dirt, his muscles and skin all shiny with sweat. My dick would pop right up, and I would try and hide behind the kitchen counter or run up to my room.


  The family all pretty much left me alone that summer. Bobby was more than happy to be rid of me. I caught Mom and Dad watching me for a while, and Dad even tried to sit down with me and have a "heart-to-heart" which was pretty short and to the point, because neither of us really wanted to say much. He just sat there and looked at me for a while, asked me if I was doing drugs, and then told me if I ever needed to talk about anything I could come to him or Mom. But after a while I think they just chalked it up to being a teenager and let me be. Chase was the only one who refused to give up on me.


  He was an only child, so that was why he'd always liked spending time with me. He knew Bobby and I didn't really hang out much, and I thought he felt sorry for me. Being an only child he didn't realize that most siblings— especially at our ages— tended to hate each other. Later I found out he'd always wanted a brother and missed having that relationship with a younger brother. So he actually really wanted to do things with me. We'd play video games or watch baseball. Chase and I loved baseball with a passion and Bobby wasn't that big of a fan. So he and I would always watch games on TV or go to real games together— our hometown, Fresno, had their own Triple A team, the Grizzlies.


  But that summer I just wanted to hang out from afar... which I guess didn't really make sense. I was just too freaked out of my secret being discovered any time I was around him. So, the first couple of times Chase invited me to a ball game I turned him down and made excuses. Each time he'd look at me funny, like he was trying to figure out what was going on with me. Then he'd sigh and his mouth would turn down and I'd feel like a heel.


  I figured he'd eventually give up. But about a month in to summer, he scared the crap out of me when he burst into my bedroom one Saturday morning.


  "Yo, Little A. Come on, get that butt out of bed." There was a strong tug on the bed sheets and I jerked awake just in time to grab the moving fabric before he completely uncovered my morning wood.


  "I got tickets to the big game, the Grizzlies and the Redbirds. Big Jake's playing and I'm not taking no for an answer. In fact, I don't want to hear anything out of your mouth— we're going. It's a beautiful summer day, too nice to stay cooped up in this room. So get your butt in the shower and get dressed. You've got fifteen minutes."


  And then he stomped out and down the stairs. I was still a little groggy and dazed from sleep, but I was awake enough to know there was no way I was getting out of this one. I'd never heard that tone in his voice before— he meant business. And I had to admit I really wanted to go to the game. I couldn't believe he'd gotten tickets. Big Jake played for the St. Louis Cardinals; he was one of the best players in the major league this year. But he was rehabbing a minor shoulder injury so he had been sent down to the Cardinals' minor league team, the Redbirds, for a few games. All the games he was playing in were sold out because everyone wanted the chance to see Big Jake play.


  So, thirteen minutes later— in my tightest boxer briefs to help contain my dick, and loose basketball shorts to give me room in case I couldn't contain my dick— I was downstairs and ready for my day with Chase. God help me.


  When I rounded the corner I saw him leaning over the counter and chatting with my mom in the kitchen. He stopped mid-sentence to look over to me, his eyes locked right on mine. His mouth quirked up into this big smile. I hadn't been graced with one of those from him in a while and I felt my stomach flip-flop. Not with lust this time though. This time it was guilt, for ignoring him like I had. It wasn't his fault I was this way; it wasn't his fault that I was crushing on him. He looked so genuinely happy just to go to a baseball game with me.


  And to be honest I had missed hanging out with him. I was still uncomfortable around him though. Being trapped in the car with him was both amazing and torture all at the same time. He talked as he drove us to the ball field, and I tried to listen, I really did, but all I could focus on was his tan, muscled arm that rested casually on the gearshift just inches from my own pale, scrawny arm.


  "Little A!"


  My head jerked up to attention. Chase had pulled his eyes away from the road for a second and was looking at me. One eyebrow was raised in a questioning look, but shit, I hadn't heard a word he said.


  "Where were you dude? You were zoned out there." I didn't have words, so I just smiled shakily and shrugged my shoulders, hoping that would appease him. I really hoped he hadn't noticed me staring at his arm. He just shook his head exasperatedly and started talking again about the game today and the players.


  I forced myself to get a grip after that and tried to ignore his physical self and focus on conversation with him. My intense concentration finally paid off as we fell back into our usual brotherly rapport and my dick only noticed how hot he was half the time we were talking. I considered it a huge victory.


  Things were going well as we walked to the field from our parking spot. We were a little early, but that was a tradition with us— if you got there early you could watch the players warming up.


  We hit the concession stand and had just sat down in our seats. Most of the seats around us were empty, so it was still fairly quiet except for the crack of the bats and the yells from the players on the field.


  "So Little A, what's really going on with you, kiddo?"


  I had just taken a big bite of hot dog and I nearly choked. I looked over at him and my pulse jumped into hyper-drive. What's going on with me? Yeah like I could tell him.


  The fear must have been evident in my face because Chase immediately put his hand up. "Hey, I don't want to pressure you, A." His face softened and his forehead wrinkled with concern. "I'm just worried about you, kid. You know, you've never been so quiet, holing yourself alone up in your room like that. That's not you. I know being a teenager is hard, and sometimes it feels like everything is the end of the world. It wasn't that long ago that I was thirteen, I remember all the awkwardness and new feelings... and hormones." He grinned after pausing at that last word. Yeah, hormones... oh Chase, you really have no idea.


  "Listen, I don't want to make you uncomfortable, I just wanted to make sure you're okay. I know sometimes it's not cool or it's embarrassing to talk to your parents about things, and Bobby... well," he chuckled and looked at me knowingly. "Bobby is Bobby. So, if, you know you ever need or want to talk to someone... you know you can come to me right? If you want, I mean. No pressure, no judgment I swear. You're like my own little bro. I'll always be here for you."


  I hadn't said anything during his whole speech. Finally, I gave him a small smile. My mind was swimming with his words. No way I could tell him what I was going through, but I was awed by the fact that he cared enough about me. I mean, my own brother didn't care that much. But the "you're like my own little bro" comment kept repeating itself over and over in my head. I knew I was only thirteen and he was almost twenty, practically a man. I also knew he was straight because he'd dated a bunch of different girls in high school. There wasn't a snowball's chance in hell that anything could ever be between us, but I was still so attracted to him. That statement— that he saw me as just a little brother— stung my poor, teenaged heart. Even though it was incredibly touching and really should have meant a lot.


  My mouth finally found words, to appease him. "Yeah, I'm okay, really. I just... you know." I shrugged my shoulders. I knew it wasn't very eloquent but it was all I had.


  His eyes were still trained right on mine, like he knew I wasn't telling him everything. They weren't accusing though, they shined with a gentle compassion. I really knew I could trust him with anything... just not this.


  "Well all right. Just stop being such a hermit, okay? I miss hanging out with you. So... we cool?"


  I smiled again. "We're cool."


  He punched me on the shoulder and grinned. About that time, the announcer crackled over the loud speaker to get things started and we could both thankfully turn our attention to the game.


  We slipped easily back into our normal relationship, cheering and shouting and groaning at the players and the umpires. I found myself smiling more than I had all summer so far, and we were having a great afternoon. Just like before.


  Right after the eighth inning, Mandy, one of the girls who worked in the concession booth suddenly showed up in our section. She stood at the bottom corner, straining her neck like she was looking for someone. Then her eyes lit up and she waved frantically in our direction. I was surprised when Chase lifted his hand in a similar but much less vigorous gesture. She quickly made her way down our aisle, and when she reached us, she plopped herself right down on Chase's lap, throwing her arms around his neck.


  "Hey baby!" was as much as she was willing to say before planting a huge noisy kiss on Chase's lips.


  Chase looked over at me, with a bit of a red tinge on his cheeks. "Um, Adam, you know Mandy right? Mandy this is Adam, Bobby's little brother." I did know Mandy, at least who she was, I just didn't realize Chase was dating her. Besides working at the concession stand at the ballpark, she had been in Bobby and Chase's class in high school.


  "Hey Adam, aw, aren't you a cutie!" Then she immediately turned her attention back to Chase, babbling to him about her job, and how was he, and would she see him later. He smiled and laughed and gave her his full attention. Meanwhile all I could do was stare at his big hand as it stroked up and down her smooth, bronze thigh, each time getting a little closer to the hem of her ultra short-short shorts. Hell, her concession apron was longer than her shorts.


  The dagger already stuck in my heart twisted a little more, as I watched them together. Seeing the person you're in lust/like with, with someone else is bad enough, but it hurts even deeper to know you're not even the right option for him.


  I forced my eyes back to the game and tried to ignore the two of them next to me. Luckily, she was just on a quick break and didn't stay very long. And then the Grizzlies won the game, so Chase didn't notice I was not quite as festive as everyone else in my excitement.


  When I got home that night it took me forever to fall asleep. Every time I closed my eyes I saw that bimbo and Chase together. Like I said, I'd seen Chase with lots of other girls before and it never mattered. But now it did, and I was sad and upset and angry. The anger was for me, for these feelings I had, for liking boys. For feeling my dick swell every time I saw him. And for not being able to do anything about it.


  I eventually got a few hours of fitful sleep that night. And I wallowed and sulked for a couple more days. Finally, I had to just suck it up and get through the rest of summer. I tried to hang out more when Chase was around, and we went to a bunch of ball games together. I just acted like everything was normal. Well, as normal as blue balls and twice-daily showers could be.


  Chase went back to college early that summer, a requirement of his being on the football team. And the summers after that he ended up staying in Ohio, so it was years before I saw him in person again. I got busy with high school and he got busy finishing college and working— the occasional email or Facebook post was the only contact we had time for. Still, it always made my day when I opened an email to read, "Hey Little A!" And, he kept his word; he was always there when I needed him.


  CHAPTER 2


  Fall, 2005


  I got outed when I was sixteen. By my own Dad, of all people.


  High school is tough for most of us, but it's even tougher as a gay kid. Well, really I shouldn't complain, I never got beat up or bullied or anything like that, even after I came out. But I still hid who I was when I started high school. And physically it was easy— I had never really fit any of the "gay stereotypes" so no one ever guessed. I was just your average all-American boy. I looked "butch." I played sports. But emotionally it took its toll.


  I had to pretend every time I hung out with the other kids at school. I laughed and joked with the other boys about hot chicks and breasts and all the other crude things young boys talk about as they're discovering their sexuality. I flirted back with the girls who batted their eyelashes and smiled sweetly at me.


  And of course, I was also afraid of my parents finding out, so I had to pretend at home too. I thought Mom would probably be okay with it, but it was my dad that really scared me. I'd never heard him voice an opinion one way or the other towards gays, but he was ex-Marine. He'd never been violent with Bobby or me, other than a few spankings when we were still toddlers, but what if he tried to hit me or throw me out of the house? Horrible things to think about your father, I know, and deep down, I probably knew better, but when you're alone and in the middle of something like that, your fears take over. All you worry about is not living up to what they expect you to be. All you worry about is that they might not love you anymore.


  My sophomore year, I had just turned sixteen and it was Homecoming weekend. Up until this point I had gone out with a few girls, mostly as group date-type situations. My group of friends usually all just hung out together all the time so there was no real "dating," so to speak. I could get away with a casual arm around a girl, a little kissing but nothing further, because we were never alone.


  But Homecoming was the beginning of things starting to change. The hubbub started two months before; it was all the girls talked about— who was going with whom, who had asked who, what they were wearing and when they were going shopping— on and on and on. And the boys had gotten pulled in too. Everyone was starting to pair off as "couples," so they'd have dates to the homecoming dance. I tried to stay out of the fray, but I was getting pressure from every direction. My friends were all trying to get me together with Tiffany, one of the other girls in our group who wasn't seeing anyone. Everyone said she had a crush on me, and she was a very sweet, very nice girl. And then at home, mom started bugging me about it— was I going, were there any girls I was interested in taking. Dad even asked about it a few times.


  I was freaking out and stressed and finally, I just did what everyone wanted. I asked Tiffany to the dance, we went on dates, I started walking her to class and holding her hand— everything that made me appear like a normal straight boy. But inside, it was killing me. My parents were happy, my friends were happy, Tiffany was happy— but I was miserable.


  The night of Homecoming came and keeping up the smiles and the happy façade became too much. I was fidgety and snappy with everyone and I knew I wasn't very attentive to Tiffany. I could see her eyes holding back tears several times during the evening. I would try to compensate by putting my arm around her or holding her a little tighter if we were dancing. But I hated every moment of it. I hated lying, I hated watching all the couples dancing around us who actually wanted to be here together and I couldn't be with someone I wanted to be with. Not that I had anyone at the time, but it was the principle.


  The night felt like it dragged on forever, and by the time it was over I just felt exhausted. And frustrated. And angry. Mom was still up when I got home and I knew she wanted to hear how the night had gone but I managed to brush her off and head straight to my room. I tore off my suit and showered, but I was still keyed up and no way was I going to be able to sleep. So I got on my computer and went to the message boards I'd been frequenting; lurking and reading other gay teens' thoughts and comments but never posting anything myself. Before I knew it I was clicking the new topic button and attacking the keyboard, typing out all my feelings and frustrations. And when I was done and hit submit, I couldn't believe how much lighter I felt. Having no outlet had just aggravated everything until tonight when I had just about reached my breaking point.


  Almost immediately my computer dinged with a response from someone. It was from Lance, a name I'd seen regularly around the forums. We chatted back and forth for almost two hours. It turned out Lance lived in Fresno too and went to the private school in town.


  I woke up the next day feeling so much better. It had been so awesome to have someone else to talk to who understood what I was going through. I called Tiffany and apologized for my attitude at the dance, I claimed the sick excuse, telling her I hadn't been feeling that well. She seemed to buy it, and things were back to normal, even though I didn't want them that way.


  School became a little easier to get through because I had Lance to come home and chat with at night. After a couple weeks of this, it was Lance who first brought up how lame this was when we lived in the same town and suggested we meet up somewhere. So we exchanged information and pictures— and wow, was he cute— and set up a "date."


  We first met up at an out of the way coffee shop. We got on just as well in person as we did online and it led to hanging out more. It was the third time we were hanging out, in his bedroom, that he first touched me. It was just a small movement, his fingers brushing the top of my hand and lingering there as he looked over at me and smiled. I think my whole body broke out in a sweat but I swear I felt the warmth of his skin for days after that.


  The next time we were together, he got a little bolder and gave me my first kiss. Well, my first real kiss, I didn't count all the girls I'd kissed, because they'd never felt like this. He leaned in and his lips brushed mine softly before pulling back quickly. After I recovered from the shock, I decided I wanted more of that and I grabbed him and pulled him in for a smashing of lips and tongues that left us tingly and breathless.


  Of course, kissing led to other explorations, of course. Which was fantastic. I really liked Lance and I loved having someone to make me forget about school and my life there. We were always very careful when we were together, making sure no one else was in the house or at least that doors were locked.


  So, we thought we were safe one afternoon, hanging out in my room. Mom and Dad weren't due home from work for a while, and we had the door shut as a precaution. But not locked.


  Lance and I were kissing and making out on my bed. We'd just taken our shirts off, but were still clothed from the waist down, thank God.


  "Adam, did you leave..."


  Lance and I froze the minute we heard my Dad's voice. I think my Dad froze too, because when I looked up at him he was just staring at us with this blank look on his face. He didn't say a word, just shut the door again and went back downstairs.


  I immediately started freaking out. Lance tried to calm me down, but he was freaking too. He wasn't out to his parents either and he was afraid my dad was going to call his parents.


  The mood killed, Lance and I were just too scared to even talk, so he left. I didn't know what to do— whether to stay in my room, go downstairs and find Dad, or get out of the house before his wrath hit.


  But the house remained silent. When Mom finally called me down for dinner, I didn't think I could even force a bite of food down my throat. My stomach was flopping around so much I was sure I'd throw up everything.


  I eyed Dad warily. He wasn't looking at me. My eyes slid over to Mom. She was putting the food on the table and chatting away like nothing was wrong. So, did he not tell her? Or was she ignoring it?


  I managed to make it through dinner, somehow choking some food down. I kept watching Dad, but he never acknowledged me and barely said anything.


  I kept waiting all night for something to happen but nothing did. The next day I got up and went to school like usual. When I got home I let myself in, and just as I was walking by the living room couch, he spoke.


  "Adam."


  I froze and looked over at him.


  He was sitting on one end of the couch, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, his hands clasped in front of him, and his tie was undone and hanging loose. He was staring right at me and he nodded his head toward the chair across from him.


  I was too scared to move.


  "Now, son." His tone was firm, but not angry. I'd heard that one enough to know the difference.


  I sat and we just looked at each other for what felt like forever, until he finally broke the silence.


  "You know I have to talk to you about yesterday."


  I gulped.


  "I didn't say anything sooner because I needed some... time with this... in my own head." He sighed. "You know you are my son, and I love you no matter what. I have from the day I first held you, when you were just minutes old." His gaze moved, staring off over my shoulder for a minute, a slight upturn of his lips as he lost himself in the memory of the moment. And then, quickly, his eyes were back on me, clear and serious again. "Nothing changes that."


  I blinked.


  "Adam, you understand that, don't you?"


  Realizing he was expecting some kind of response, I nodded my head, my throat too dry to speak.


  "So, do you want to tell me what I walked in on yesterday?"


  At first my frazzled mind freaked, trying to think what was I going to say. We were wrestling with our shirts off? I tripped and fell on top of Lance? I was sweating and everything I came up with I knew would sound completely stupid.


  Dad waited patiently, his gaze never wavering. "Take your time, son, I just want the truth. It's okay."


  And suddenly everything silenced, everything in my brain stopped, and it all became clear. My Dad wasn't looking for a literal explanation, he wasn't dumb, he knew what was going on. He wanted me to be able to say the words, to own up to it.


  Our eyes were still locked on each other and, his face was passive. There was no anger, there was no disappointment. "I love you no matter what... nothing changes that."


  "I'm gay."


  And that was that. The words came out clearly with a new confidence that surprised me. But it felt right. I hadn't realized how good it would feel to finally be able to say the words.


  "And you're completely sure, without a doubt?"


  "Yes." There was definitely no doubt in my tone.


  "Then why have you been taking out that Tiffany girl? Why did you take her to the Homecoming dance?"


  My mouth dropped open, then shut. That was not what I expected him to come up with next.


  "Son, you're lying to her, letting her believe in something that isn't there. She deserves better than that, she deserves the truth. I taught you boys better than that. Or I thought I had."


  He must have seen the fear in my eyes. "Didn't I teach you boys to be honest? To be honorable and be proud of who you are? There is nothing wrong with you and no reason to be ashamed of who you are, you know that don't you? Adam?"


  I shook my head yes.


  "Okay then. You need to step up and be a man about this. Be the man I know you are. First thing, you tell your mother. Next you go see this Tiffany girl and tell her the truth— in person. And you stop lying to your friends."


  "But..."


  "No buts. I know young kids can be cruel. I'm not saying you have to hold a parade and tell the whole school. But your friends are your friends. If they can't accept you for who you are, then they don't sound like real friends to me. Understand?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "Okay." His tone sounded dismissive and I couldn't wait to get out of there. I stood up, but his voice stopped me again.


  "Adam? You and... Lance. You know that all we talked about before still applies, right? You boys are... being careful, right?"


  Oh my God. He didn't just say that! I remember Dad sitting me down and having "the talk" with me years ago when they started sex ed. in school. One of those conversations was enough. Besides Lance and I hadn't even gotten to real sex yet.


  My face felt like it was on fire, but I knew he expected a response. "Um, yeah." Dad just nodded and a clear look of relief crossed his face.


  I turned, thinking I was finally free.


  "Adam?"


  He had stood up and was only inches from me. Before I realized it, he reached out and put his arms around me. Dad was never very physically demonstrative with Bobby or I, so there was a bit of awkwardness between both of us and his arms were a bit stiff at first.


  "I love you, son." His voice was a bit rough, and I knew he was having trouble trying to hold back his emotion. I put my arms around him and felt all the worry and fear in my body leave, as my body sagged against his. His arms tightened around me in response, and we just stood there for a few minutes. The person I'd feared the most to know I was gay didn't care. He still loved me. That was the single most important moment my father ever gave me and I have regretted every day since then, that I never got to tell him how much that meant to me.


  Dad cleared his throat as we both stiffly pulled away and then he turned to go back to his newspaper on the couch and I went upstairs.


  I told Mom when she got home. She cried, but she hugged me and echoed a lot of what Dad had said— she told me how proud she was of me for telling her and that she would always love me no matter what.


  It had been such an emotionally exhausting day, the last thing I wanted to do was go talk to Tiffany that night, but I finally decided it would be better to just get it all over with at once. She didn't believe me at first, then burst into tears. She tried to tell me it didn't matter, that we could still go out, but I told her that wasn't possible. Eventually, she calmed down, but she told me I'd broken her heart. I felt like a heel, but I had to admit that once her front door had closed behind me and I was alone, I felt wonderful. I knew I'd been carrying this burden but hadn't realized how truly heavy it was until I left her house. I felt a lightness, a giddiness. I was finally free. I was gay and I didn't have to pretend anymore.


  When I got home my brother called me. Mom had thankfully saved me from the horror of telling him by telling him for me. I was kind of surprised he even cared enough to call.


  "Dude, I just talked to Mom, like, what the fuck? Dudes? Really?"


  I sighed and rolled my eyes at my moron brother. "Yes, Bobby, I like dudes. You got a problem with that? 'Cause I'm really tired right now and I really don't give a shit what you think."


  There was silence on the other end before he finally spoke again, his voice softer.


  "Nah man, it's cool, it's cool. I mean, I don't get it, but whatever, you know. I still love ya' bro." I think my jaw literally hit the floor. I don't think— at that point anyway, in our young lives— we had ever said I love you to each other. The day was just getting freakier and freakier.


  "Um... thanks, man."


  "So, how did Dad take it? I mean, you're still in one piece right?" His voice didn't have humor in it, so I knew he was a little concerned, much like I had been, over Dad's reaction.


  "Yes, but oh my God, you have no idea!" I gave him a brief overview of what had happened and the talk with Dad. He sounded a little shocked too, that Dad took it so well.


  The next day blindsided me a little though. I'd thought the worst was going to be telling Tiffany because, although I knew Dad was right about my friends needing to know, I thought I could take some time and plan out how to tell them— wait for just the right moment. Instead, I walked into school and discovered the school grapevine had exploded while I slept last night and everyone already knew. As soon as I'd left Tiffany's house last night, she'd been crying on the phone to all her friends, and they'd called their boyfriends and other friends, and, well... that was it.


  I first noticed a few looks and whispers from kids I didn't even know. Stupidly clueless, I just shook it off and continued on to my locker. My group of guys was waiting for me, and before I even had my hand on my combination lock, they whisked me into an empty classroom. They didn't believe it; they thought Tiffany was just making up lies to get back at me for breaking up with her. When I told them it was true, that I was gay, there was a range of reactions. Jay and Mike kind of hung back and didn't say much. Brian and Carson were just shocked because I "didn't look gay," but they swore they were cool with it. And Scotty and Chip were just hurt that I hadn't felt like I could tell them. Overall, the reveal went as well as it could have. Long-term, it took all of us a couple weeks to really get back to normal— Jay and Mike taking the longest to get comfortable with the idea— but eventually things were cool between all of us.


  For the rest of the school, I was the curiosity for about a week, until Johnny Dawson crashed his parents' car after drinking a whole six-pack of beer by himself. Gym class was uncomfortable for a while, I got used to a lot of the guys quickly covering up if I walked by or trying to avoid showering when I was around. I got a few threats of getting my "faggot ass" kicked but my guys were always around to back me up and although we weren't the most formidable group, physically, we could overpower them with our numbers, so no one really ever followed through with anything.


  Friday night of the first week I came out, my friends all were hanging out at the football game, but I chose to stay home for the night. Lame, yes, but I felt like I had been hanging on the edge of my nerves all week and I needed some time alone. I was messing around on the computer when I got a ding for a new email. I couldn't help the smile when I saw that it was from Chase. It had been a while since I'd heard from him.


  Hey Little A,


  I know it's been a while since I emailed. Between classes and practice and games, I basically have no life until football season is over. But I wanted to make sure and take a few minutes to check in on how you were doing. I talked to Bobby earlier this week and he told me about your "announcement." Everything going okay? Any problems at school? 'Cause just say the word and I'm there to kick some butt if anyone's giving you crap. If you ever need to talk you know where I am too.


  I think it's a brave thing you're doing. You're my little hero, and I'm proud of you. : )


  Okay, well, I've got to finish reading this chapter and then it's early to bed to be ready for the game tomorrow.


  Take care, little man.


  Chase


  I swallowed around the lump in my throat. Chase was the one person left that I hadn't told yet. I'd written the email a dozen times in my head but kept putting it off. He was so cool, I don't know what I was worried about. I did know his opinion was important to me. Reading his words, my whole being felt a calm settle over it. I breathed freely for the first time in three days. Maybe everything was really going to be okay.


  CHAPTER 3


  Winter, 2008


  When you graduate high school, all of the speeches are full of the clichés of leaving youth behind, growing up and going off to take on the world and find your future. Most of us postpone those clichés for another four years by going to college. I tried that too, but sometimes becoming an adult is forced upon you, whether you want it or not.


  I didn't really have any clue what I wanted to be when I grew up. And I didn't really need to, at least not right away, as it was already decided for my brother and I that we would go on to college. That was Mom and Dad's rule, absolutely no budging. My compromise to the agreement was that I at least went somewhere away from Fresno. I wasn't sure I was crazy about more school and classes, but since I really didn't know what else I wanted to do, I thought maybe I'd find something in college that would excite me.


  I ended up at San Jose State, a few hours from home. Class-wise, I was taking general courses and bored out of my mind. I did enjoy the social life of college though, especially the hot guys. Lance and I had been together most of high school, and we liked each other, but he was going to a school on the east coast, so we'd parted ways once we headed off to college.


  Friday and Saturday nights were my favorite times of the week. There was a gay bar off campus called JJ's, which I could sneak into even though I was underage. I think the bouncer/doorman secretly had a crush on me. Yeah, I had a lot of fun that semester, and I learned a lot. I got straight A's in the subjects of cocksucking, hand jobs, rimming and fucking.


  As for my classes... I really tried. I tried to keep my mind focused in class, and tried to take good notes. I read what I was supposed to. Or, most of what I was supposed to. I'd always been an A-B student in high school, but my first semester college grades were straight C's. When I went home for the Christmas break, Dad was not happy and we argued about college. I wanted to try some time off, but he refused. There was lots of the typical "you just need to apply yourself, son," and "you're better than this." He wouldn't listen to anything I had to say on the matter.


  So, second semester found me back at college and struggling through more classes I didn't really care about. About a month into the semester, everything came crashing down with one phone call.


  I was looking forward to a night at JJ's and was just walking in the door of the place when my phone rang. It was Bobby. He was out of college now and had moved up to San Franciso for his job.


  "Hey man, listen, this isn't a good time, I'm–"


  "Adam you've got to get home. I'm headed out the door right now, but you're closer, you'll get there quicker."


  "Now? But it's–"


  "Mom just called, she's a mess. Dad just collapsed, they think it's a heart attack. It's bad, Adam."


  I felt an icy chill ripple through my bones. I took off at a run for my car and I didn't even bother to stop at the dorm for anything.


  In the end, neither one of us made it home in time. He'd had a sudden massive heart attack and there was just nothing the paramedics could do to bring him back.


  My Dad, my big, tough, strong Dad was gone. I was in a numb state of shock, we all were. But Bobby and I didn't really have time to deal with our own grief. We both had to be strong for Mom. Bobby took over handling a lot of the funeral details, and trying to take care of her. And I basically just filled in with whatever needed to be done. He would dispatch me to drop something off to the funeral home or stop by the florists to pick up the flowers or run out for food to make sure Mom was eating.


  The day of the funeral was probably one of the worst days of my life. Chase had been drafted out of college to play football for the Patriots, so he was living in Boston, but he had still flown all the way home for the funeral. His flight was late getting in, so the first I saw him was at the funeral. He caught my eye and he smiled and lifted his hand in a discreet wave as he took his seat. I was already sitting up front with Mom so I couldn't go talk to him. I gave him a smile back though. Seeing him settled me somehow. Like things were back to normal, as weird as that sounds. I mean, things would never be "normal" again, with Dad not here, but Chase was so much a part of our family's lives it just wouldn't have felt right without him here. I wished I could invite him to come up and sit in the front with us, but the minister was stepping up to the pulpit to start the service.


  The funeral was nice, but I was itching for it to be over, itching to get up and run, and just be anywhere but here, watching my father be lowered into the ground. There were a lot of Dad's old Marine buddies there to pay their respects and he was given full military honors— the 21-gun salute and Taps and the whole nine yards. I watched the crisp, precise moves of the Marines in their dress uniforms as they carefully folded the flag that had lain on his coffin and then presented it to Mom with their sincerest condolences. She quietly accepted it from them and then shed her tears into Bobby's shoulder.


  Afterward, everyone came back to the house for food. There were so many friends and family that we had to greet and talk to, I still didn't get a chance to talk to Chase. Finally I hit the wall, and I just couldn't deal with talking to one more person. I stepped out onto the back deck and saw Bobby and his girlfriend, Kate, also taking a breather. He was sitting on one of the lawn chairs, legs stretched out. Kate was sitting on his lap with her arms around him, his head resting on her shoulder. I hated intruding on their quiet moment; God knows Bobby deserved a break from all this too. He looked up when he heard the screen door shut behind me.


  He gave me a tired smile. "Everything okay in there?"


  "Yeah, I just... needed a break."


  He nudged Kate and they immediately got up. "Understand. We'll go take over, you take all the time you need."


  He patted me on the shoulder as he passed me.


  "Bobby?"


  He looked back at me.


  "Thanks." It was one word, but the look between us conveyed much more and I knew he understood all that I was really saying. His eyes got shiny and he just nodded with a smile before turning back and continuing into the house.


  Finally... silence. Well, almost— I could still hear the murmuring of all the voices in the house and even that was too much right now. So, I walked down the three steps from the deck to the grass and then kept right on going until I was at the edge of the yard. I stopped at the big walnut tree that had been here as long as we had lived here, and settled down on the grass at the foot of it, not caring if my good suit pants got dirty. All I cared about was the clean stillness of the air, and how quiet it was out here. Truly alone for the first time in days, I felt the heaviness start to crash in on me. When I thought of my Dad I kept going back to the last time we'd talked in person, at Christmas, arguing about school. I just kept seeing his angry, frustrated face. That was the last time I'd seen him alive.


  I heard the sound of footsteps approaching and I swiped furiously at my wet eyes.


  "Hey, Little A."


  I turned my head to look up at him. My lips parted on autopilot to say something but the huge lump in my throat kept any words from coming.


  Chase smiled sadly. "How you doing, kid?"


  Silent moments passed as I swallowed hard around words that still wouldn't come. Chase just continued on as if nothing was wrong. He placed his hand against the rough tree bark and looked upward. "Man, do you remember all the time we spent in this tree house when we were kids?"


  I stood up and cleared my throat, my voice croaking as I finally spoke. "What do you mean by 'we?' You and Bobby spent time in it but Bobby never let me hang out in it with you guys."


  "You were too little to climb up to it." He grinned at me mischievously. "But I seem to recall sneaking you up here a few times."


  I had to think on that for a few moments but sure enough I realized he was right.


  "That time you were chasing after Bobby and I, and you broke your Mom's favorite lamp?"


  I grinned. "And you brought me up here and let me hide with you for a while."


  "And she blamed Bobby for it because he was the only one left in the house!" We both called out the memory in unison and then busted out laughing.


  Next thing I knew, Chase was grabbing onto the ladder rungs still nailed into the tree trunk and hauling his big ass up the tree.


  "Chase, what the hell are you doing?"


  "I'm climbing up to the tree house." His voice was muffled and breathless as he yelled over his shoulder.


  "Dumbass, that wood is never going to hold you!" The tree house was seventeen years old. Not only was it tiny, but the wood was probably almost rotted. But, there he was, sitting on the rickety floor grinning back down at me.


  He smacked his hand against the wood to show how secure it was. "It's fine! Come on up!"


  I just shook my head. "You're crazy!"


  "Come on, Little A, are you scared? Do I need to come down there and haul your ass up here like I did when you were little?"


  I rolled my eyes, but I took my suit jacket off and dropped it on the ground and headed up the ladder. When I got up there, there was barely enough room for me to sit down, but I somehow managed to squeeze in next to his big football body. I hadn't been up here in years. I remembered how it had felt when I was little; I thought it was so cool that I could look down on all the world below. I'd felt so big.


  Chase reached up and ran his hand down one of the support beams next to us. "I remember the day your Dad built this. I watched from my yard for a while, as he stood among the pile of wood planks." His voice was quiet. A moment passed and then he chuckled. "He was actually letting you and Bobby help, barking out orders to you both. But laughing too, and watching over you both to make sure nobody got hurt. I was a little jealous 'cause my Dad never did anything like that with me. And then, Bobby saw me standing there watching you all, and he waved me over. And your Dad just let me join in with all of you and help too." He paused to chuckle again. "Although I'm sure we were all too young and rowdy to be much help. But he never acted like we were bothering him. You and Bobby were so lucky, he was a great man. I always thought of him as a second Dad. Your whole family was like my second family."


  His words brought back all the memories of that day that I'd forgotten. I was really little, but I remember running around and tugging on Dad's arm to ask a question or bringing him a screwdriver... and I remembered his booming laugh and the smile on his face.


  My chest tightened and my whole body just let go. I couldn't hold it in anymore. I felt the tears streaming down my face, I felt my shoulders shaking. The dam of pent-up grief was blown all to hell, and once let loose it was unstoppable.


  I vaguely registered Chase's shifting body next to mine, and the next thing I knew he had his arms around me and my face leaning against his chest.


  "Finally... go ahead, Little A," he whispered. "Let it go. Just let it all go. I got you." He didn't try to console me with empty promises of "it'll be okay," he just sat there and held me while I fell apart.


  ****


  Bobby and I stayed with Mom for a while after the funeral to help handle all the paperwork and phone calls, and cleaning out of some of Dad's things. Bobby could only spare a week before he had to go back to work. I stayed for another week after he left, but then Mom was shoving me out of the house and back to school.


  My professors had been good about letting me miss classes, but now I was incredibly behind and had a lot to catch up on. After a week of burying myself in my books and literally doing nothing but going to class, studying, writing papers and sleeping (and very little of that), I was only halfway caught up to what I'd missed while I was gone. And I was having trouble trying to keep up with the current work. It wasn't so much that the work was difficult; it was just that it all took so much time. I was exhausted and starting to lose interest again. I tried to motivate myself by thinking of Dad and our argument at Christmas. He wanted this so much for me and I really wanted to give it to him. But, I still didn't know what I wanted to do with my life and so, I just felt like I was spinning my wheels. Like all this work and studying was just wasted if I didn't know what I was working toward.


  I had just got out of my English class one afternoon, pissed as hell, because I'd gotten a C on a paper I'd worked my ass off on. I was frustrated and upset and I had ten minutes to make it over to my modern history class, and my attitude was not motivating me to want to get there very fast. The last thing I wanted to do at that moment was waste another fucking hour in another hot, stale room, listening to a professor drone on and on and on about something I really didn't care about. I was heading across the quad when my heart jumped. There was a Marine recruiting table set up with a couple soldiers sitting behind it and glossy brochures set out in front of them. There was one student sitting at one end of the table talking to one of the Marines. There was also a third Marine standing in front of the table, passing a small brochure out to anyone he could snag for two seconds of their time.


  A lump formed in my throat because seeing them immediately made me think of Dad. I stopped still for a second or two, and then took a deep breath and continued on. The recruiting table was right in my path to get to the history building so I had to walk by them. I just kept my head down and tried to hurry on my way.


  "Sir, how are you today sir, please take into consideration becoming a member of the few, the proud, the United States Marine Corps after graduation. Thank you, sir, and have a great day."


  A brochure had been thrust into my hand as I walked by and then he was gone and on to the next person before my foot completed its step. I stopped and just looked back at him in shock. He certainly had the spiel down pat; that whole little speech had to have taken less than ten seconds. I shook my head and continued on, quicker now and running even later after that little encounter.


  I passed three trashcans on my way, and could have dumped the brochure in any one of them, but for some reason I didn't. As I rushed into my classroom and plopped my books down on the tiny student desk, there it was on top, the large photo of a young Marine in full dress blues staring right back at me. His face was solemn and at attention, but it wasn't entirely expressionless. A confidence and a pride clearly shone through. I found myself feeling a small spike of jealousy at this man who already had all his shit together. While I sat here feeling like nothing in my life was fitting right.


  "Some people spend an entire lifetime wondering if they made a difference in the world. Marines don't have that problem." —Ronald Reagan, Former U.S. President. I reread the quote under the photo several times before reaching over and flipping the brochure open.


  I don't think I heard one word the professor said in class that day. I spent the hour reading the brochure and thinking about Dad. He'd spent fifteen years in the Marines and then once Bobby and I came along, he finished out his career in the Reserves before retiring. Dad never really talked much about his time in the Marines and I was really young when he was in the Reserves so I don't really remember much, other than him occasionally being gone for a weekend or two. I know he loved being a Marine though, and was proud of being one. As I flipped through the brochure I began to understand what drew Dad to the Corps.


  People started shuffling their books and desks and I realized class was over. I grabbed my stuff and bolted out of the classroom. Jogging back to the quad I saw the Marine recruiters were just starting to pack up their stuff.


  ****


  I couldn't sleep that night; I just laid in bed, staring up at the ceiling, thinking about my afternoon. The recruiters were done for the day, but Sergeant Johnston took me for coffee at the student union and we talked for almost two hours. He said I sounded like a young man the Marine Corps would be proud to have as a brother. But, he said I needed to take some time and really think deeply about the commitment I would be making, and not make a rash decision. He told me to talk to my family and friends.


  That list was pretty short. I couldn't burden Mom with this right now, at least not until I was sure. I thought about Chase briefly, but it would be the middle of the night on the east coast— not that that would bother him, I knew he listen if I needed him. But this was the type of conversation I would have had with Dad. And he wasn't here.


  Finally I jumped out of bed, threw some clothes on, grabbed my wallet and keys and ran out the door.


  ****


  Two hours later, I was standing in front of my brother's door, bracing myself for the expletives he'd probably throw out at me for waking him up. Finally the door creaked open.


  "Adam?" Bobby's hair was sticking out in all directions and his eyes were struggling to stay open. "What the—" he glanced over his shoulder then turned back to me. "It's two in the morning man, what's up? Are you okay? Is something wrong with Mom?"


  "No, no it's not Mom. I just— I needed to talk." He looked at me with this knowing look on his face and didn't say a word. It may have taken us almost twenty years but we finally had both matured into a real brotherly relationship. And especially now that we were all we had.


  Bobby stepped aside and pulled the door open farther to let me in. I walked in and sat down at his kitchen table, just a few steps inside the door.


  "You start the coffee and I'll be back in a minute." He shuffled off down the hall; I heard the murmured voices, as I knew he was probably telling Kate it was just me.


  ****


  "Jesus, Adam." Bobby had both elbows on the table, his head propped up with one hand. His coffee sat untouched in front of him. His face had a look of disbelief on it. "This is an awfully rash decision. I mean, it's kind of out of the blue for you. I don't ever remember you voicing any interest in becoming a Marine before."


  "That's why the recruiter told me I had to take some time and talk to some people before he'd let me sign anything. And yeah, I have to admit I'd never really thought about it before. But Bobby, something about it just feels right. I think I need this. College has just been shit for me since I started and I feel like I'm wasting time."


  "So quit for a while, take some time off, explore other options or something. I mean I know Dad didn't want you to..." He got quiet at the mention of Dad and neither of us said anything for a few moments. "But damn, Adam, the fucking Marines? And now, with all the shit that's going on in the world?"


  "Honoring Dad is one reason I want to do this."


  "Yeah? And just what the hell is this going to do to Mom if you come home in a body bag? Have you thought of that? It's not a question of if you'll get sent overseas these days, Adam, it's when."


  I swallowed hard. I had to admit I did worry about Mom and it was the only thing making me hesitate.


  "Bobby, you know the last thing I want to do is hurt Mom. But I feel like I need to do this for me. I feel like maybe, finally, I'll be doing something worthwhile. That maybe things will finally make some sense for me."


  My brother shook his head and let out a big sigh, staring straight ahead at his full coffee cup and not looking at me. Finally he raised his eyes again. "Well what about the gay thing?"


  "The gay thing?"


  Bobby gave me an exasperated look. "Come on Adam, don't play dumb, you know what I'm talking about. You've been out since you were sixteen. And Dad was the one who pushed you out, remember? He wanted you to be honest about yourself? Joining the Marines means you're going to have to hide that you're gay. To everyone. Are you prepared to do that? And what do you think Dad would say to that huh?"


  I felt myself physically wince, and I knew Bobby saw it. Of course I knew I was going to have to hide that part of me. And while yes, it sucked and it was wrong, I didn't really have a choice if this was what I wanted.


  "I know this is going to be a tough road, Bobby. I can't change the policy of the United States Military. Sometimes there are things that have sacrificed—"


  "Christ, you're already starting to sound like a Marine." Bobby rolled his eyes as he interrupted me. I gave him a hard look before I continued.


  "Dad was a Marine, that's where he learned the code of honor and honesty, and I think he would understand my lying this time. Besides, it's not going to be forever."


  Bobby just shook his head again and scrubbed his face with his hands. There was dead silence between us. The tick-tick-tick of the clock on the wall echoed loudly in the stalemate between us.


  Finally, he looked up at me. "Damn, you haven't had such a determined look on your face since you wanted that junker of a car for your sixteenth birthday and you vowed to work as many jobs as you needed to earn the money for it." He sighed again. "You really want to do this don't you?" he said quietly.


  I nodded. "Yeah, I think I do."


  Bobby leaned back in his chair. "Well, you're an adult, and you can make your own decisions. It's your life. But you're telling Mom first. And I want you to talk to Chase."


  "Chase?"


  "Yeah, he can tell you what it's like being gay and having to hide it for your job."


  My mouth dropped open. "Ch-Chase is gay?"


  Bobby looked up at me like I was nuts, then closed his eyes and hung his head. "Shit. He told me I was the only one who knew, but for some reason I just assumed he'd told you too, you both were always so close. Yeah, he told me a few months ago. Playing football in college and now the NFL he just can't be out, it'd be career suicide, ya know? I think it's hard on him though, that's why he finally broke down and told me, he needed someone to know."


  ****


  My mind was reeling as I drove home to Fresno. I couldn't believe Chase was gay. Jesus. I remembered the huge crush I used to have on him, and all those nights I wished he were gay. And all the nights I felt so embarrassed that I had a crush on him, when he was such a good friend... a straight friend. Or a friend I thought was straight. It was too much for me to think about right this minute, and really what did it matter to me now? I needed to focus on getting my life together.


  Mom cried when I told her, but surprisingly she was easier to persuade than Bobby. She didn't like it, but she'd lived with my Dad for thirty years, she understood the call to the Marine Corps.


  "Adam, just tell me one thing, and be honest. You're not doing this as some kind of misguided way of making something up to your father are you? Or trying to make him proud of you? Because you know he was always proud of you, he always loved you, no matter what you wanted to do or be."


  I swallowed hard and tears formed in my eyes. It was hard to keep my voice steady as I spoke. "I know Mom. I want to do this. A little for Dad, yes, but mostly for me. I think I need this."


  She smiled and nodded, the tears still streaming down her face. "Okay then." And she got up and hugged me while we both cried.


  The next day I drove back to school, but instead of going to my dorm I drove straight to the recruiter's office. I was average-size for a guy, maybe a little on the skinny side— five-foot nine, one hundred forty pounds— so after explaining the written and physical tests I would have to take, he suggested maybe I take a couple of weeks, start some intense exercising to build up my body and endurance before I take the tests. I was disappointed to have to wait, but I also knew I wanted to pass the tests. So, I created a rigorous schedule for myself and stuck to it, getting up early to get some sit-ups and weight lifting in. Then later in the day I'd go for a run.


  In the meantime while I was building up my body, I was tying up other loose ends. I dropped my classes and signed out of college. This was kind of a risky move, because if I wasn't strong enough or didn't pass the tests, the Marines wouldn't take me. I didn't want to think about that though. I just focused on the positive and doing all could do.


  Only one thing I didn't do— I never contacted Chase. I thought about it several times, I'd open an email and then close it or I'd pick up the phone and then set it back down. I was too afraid he would try to talk me out of joining, too afraid he'd try to discuss hiding and being gay. I didn't want to talk about it. I just wanted to concentrate on my training and the tests and getting accepted. I could deal with the issue of being gay later.


  Finally, the week arrived for my tests. I took the written test and then the physical fitness tests. I was drained when it was all over and all I could do is wait to find out my fate.


  The day my recruiter called was one of the most exhilarating of my life. I had done it— I had worked hard and got in. Just the first small step in learning the sense of pride and accomplishment in being a United States Marine.


  Two weeks later, I said good-bye to Mom and Bobby and headed off to Camp Pendleton in San Diego to start the rest of my life.


  CHAPTER 4


  August, 2010


  I had just got back to the States after being in Iraq for seven months. It was my first deployment and it had definitely been a life-altering experience. Fighting in a war-zone is something that affects you, changes you and only those who have experienced it with you truly understand. I had been extremely lucky; all my brothers and I had made it home alive and relatively unscathed, physically. All I wanted right now was to enjoy being back home and life returning back to a normal, calm pace. I laugh at that memory now, because the "calm" didn't last very long. My life was soon altered in a completely different and irreversible way. An ambush I definitely had no training for.


  When I left for Recruit Training— Boot Camp— I had no nerves or fears. I had made it through the physical training tests and been accepted, so I thought that meant I could hack the training. In reality, Recruit Training kicked my ass, as it does for every new recruit. That is its purpose, after all. The twelve weeks of training they put new recruits through in the Marines is worse than hell. Physically and emotionally, it is some of the most hellish conditions you can ever put your body through. They break your body and they break your spirit so they can build you back up with the morals and values and honor code of a Marine. When it is all over, though, and you've survived and they tell you, "You are now a United States Marine" all the pain is forgotten. All you feel is pride and accomplishment and joy.


  Mom and Bobby came down for my graduation. Mom had tears in her eyes. The sun was shining bright and strong, and I couldn't help but feel it was Dad looking down on me with pride. At least I hoped he could see what his son had become.


  In training you're so exhausted all the time, your only concerns are eating, sleeping and doing what you're told. So I didn't really have time for emails or phone calls. And worrying about being gay wasn't even a concern, plus my dick was too tired to even get it up anyway. About two weeks in to training, I got an email from Chase.


  Hey Little A,


  I talked to Bobby. He told me he told you about me, and I'm glad you know. I just wanted to say I'm sorry I didn't tell you myself. It's just... well, as you surely know now, it's sometimes better the less people who know, you know?


  I realize you are already at training and it's too late to change your decision now. I was shocked when Bobby told me you wanted to enlist to be a Marine. I hope you do well and are happy if this is really what you want.


  But I will tell you that what you've chosen is a tough, tough road. And I'm not talking about the Marine stuff, although I'm sure that is hard enough by itself. You know what I'm really talking about.


  I wish you had talked to me before you left. I do respect your decision, if this is what you feel is best for you. Just... be careful. I don't know if you get much free time while you're training, but please call or email anytime if you need to talk.


  Stay safe and take care of yourself,


  C


  There really wasn't any free time during boot camp, so I was saved from answering his email. Besides, I had to be careful what I said on the public computers we used, and I had no private time for a phone call.


  Eventually, after I graduated I emailed him and we corresponded back and forth a few times sporadically, but we never talked about being gay or the hiding we were both doing for our respective careers. I didn't feel the need to talk about it, it was what it was.


  I had been lucky and had been able to stay in California for my recruit and rifleman training at Camp Pendleton. After that I got sent off to training for my specialty, the job I would have in the Marine Corps. I wanted to work in Communications, do something with technology or computers. My drill instructor recommended I try training for a Field Radio Operator, as there was currently a dire need for Operators and he thought I had what it took to succeed in the position. I was more than happy to be recommended and sent wherever I could best be utilized.


  I spent some time in Oklahoma first. It was there that my routine began to "normalize." Training took up most of the daylight hours during the week, but nights and weekends were free time. The base was sort of out in the middle of nowhere, with nothing but cows and fields once you got off base. Most of the soldiers traveled to Oklahoma City on the weekends to find some signs of life and let off a little steam. It was here that the reality of having to hide that I was gay finally hit me square in the face. The first weekend I was there, a bunch of the single guys got together to go to the city, and of course I went along when invited. I was looking forward to bonding with the guys and having a few beers myself. Until we ended up at a strip club.


  I tried to hang back and act like I was interested in watching the girls. But then one of the strippers shimmied over my way and asked if I wanted a lap dance. I was politely trying to say no when one of the guys, McIntire, noticed and started ribbing me and then got the other guys in on the action, hooting and hollering and egging me on. My gut twisted as I finally dug twenty bucks out of my pocket and tucked it into her G-string. She immediately straddled my hips and started rubbing up against me and shaking her tits in my face. I kept thinking back to when I was sixteen with Tiffany and the lying I had done then. And Dad's words to me. Still, I was trapped; there was nothing I could do unless I wanted to give up all that I worked so hard for. And I definitely didn't want that. I loved being a Marine, I loved what they had made me and I finally enjoyed what I was doing with my life. If I had to give up this little part of myself for it then so be it. Suck it up, Marine. Our instructors were always telling us that— okay, usually yelling it at us— when we were exhausted and things got tough. I would just have to do the same here. So I smiled and leered and imitated the other guys and pretended like I was enjoying it. Only she knew the truth— that I wasn't hard— but she wasn't going to spill my secret as long as she got her money.


  After that, I learned how to play the game. I was a little more careful about when I hung out with the guys, joining them if I knew they were going to a bar to watch the game, for example. But trying to avoid it when I knew they were going out on the prowl.


  As for me, when the "need" got too much to take, I went to a library in the city, did a little googling and found a few gay bars. It was still damn risky and the first time I almost turned around and went back to the base. Not only was I in trouble if someone found out I was a Marine, but Oklahoma was not the most gay-friendly state to be living in. But the bar turned out to be perfect; it had all the necessities— men, alcohol, and a back room.


  By the time I got back to the base that night, my ass was sore, my dick was soft and I got a very good night's sleep.


  As well as the first experience had gone, I still limited my "trips" to as few times as possible, only going when I really needed to relieve some tension. The third time I went, I was into my second drink and starting to get a good buzz started when I turned around to find myself staring right into the face of one of the corporals from the base. My blood turned ice cold and I almost spilled my drink on the bar from my hand shaking so bad. He reached out and steadied my hand and smiled at me, before leaning in to speak in my ear.


  "Relax, Private. Now, would I be here if I weren't looking for the same thing you were?" His eyebrow rose to punctuate his words, and I let out a large breath as I realized what he was saying. We chatted for a bit, he gave me some tips about how to handle the subterfuge involved in being a gay Marine, and then we ended the evening in the back room.


  After that night we got together a few more times, meeting other places off base. It was just convenient sex for both of us, taking advantage of being with someone neither of us had to worry would tell on the other, since we both had the same things to lose.


  And it didn't last very long, as I was soon off to another base for more training. Six months later I was sent to Iraq.


  Now that I was back in the states, I was home for a couple weeks of R & R, staying at Mom's before heading to my next base assignment, which was thankfully at Camp Pendleton. Mom was thrilled that not only was I home again, safe and sound, but that I was going to get to stay in California. I didn't tell her that I had already been warned I would be deployed again, I just didn't know when. It was generally required a soldier be given at least a year between deployments but with my specialty and the wars still going on in the Middle East, I was looking at probably less than a year before getting called back. Which sucked and was against the rules, but if I was needed, I was needed.


  Bobby and Kate were over for dinner the night before I was heading back to Pendleton. He and I were hanging out in the living room, relaxing with a beer and watching a baseball game while Kate and Mom finished up in the kitchen.


  "I gotta say man, you're looking good for only being back two weeks from a war. Are you really doing as good as you look?"


  I chuckled. "Yeah, I'm really okay. Although PT is gonna be hell this week, after all the food Mom has forced on me. I must have gained ten pounds."


  Bobby snorted and threw a couch pillow at me. "Oh yes, I'm sure Mom forced you to eat her cooking."


  We both laughed and turned back to the TV.


  "Oh hey, I almost forgot, Chase is living in San Diego now, you need to hook up with him. I think he just bought a house."


  "Chase? In San Diego? Did he get traded to the Chargers?"


  Bobby gave me a funny look over his beer as he took a big swig of it. "The Chargers? Aw no, shit, I forgot. You probably didn't hear cause it was right after you left for Iraq. No, he quit football. He's working with some non-profit thing, working with underprivileged kids or something. Seriously, what happened with you two? You used to be so close when we all were kids. Hell, I couldn't get rid of you half the time cause he'd let you hang out with us."


  I didn't say anything, because I really didn't have a good answer. I could blame it on time and distance, but there was more to it than that. Both of us being gay and being in fear of anyone finding out— emails could be hacked and phone calls could be overheard— left a wall between us when we communicated. We had to be ultra careful and it was like the elephant in the room we couldn't talk about, which was just uncomfortable for me. So I had pulled back and our relationship had suffered for it.


  ****


  Two weeks later I had just got back to the barracks, happy, but tired that the week was over when my cell phone number rang with a number I didn't recognize. I was completely shocked when I heard the voice at the other end.


  "Little A, what's up, man?"


  "Chase? Shit. I'm good, man. Or at least, as good as I can be after ten hours of field and classroom training. I'm ready to find a shower, some food and a pillow and maybe not in that order."


  He laughed and the deep melodious sound rumbled right across the phone lines and through my whole body, stopping right at my dick.


  "Jesus, kid. Well, they do let you out of there once in a while, right? I was hoping we could meet up for lunch or something. It's been too damn long, Little A."


  We made plans to meet up the next day at a sports bar in San Diego that Chase swore had a casual atmosphere and great food. After I hung up the phone, I stared at it for a few minutes, embarrassed by my not keeping in touch with him and yet he acted like it was nothing, like we talked everyday.


  My dick clearly still responded to him. Jesus, my crush on him was years ago, and I'd had plenty of men since then. I really hadn't thought of him in that way anymore, and yet just the sound of his voice elicited some kind of Pavlovian response in my dick, jumping to attention like an eager puppy. Shaking my head, I locked my phone in my drawer and headed for a shower. Make that a cold shower.


  ****


  The next day, I had to admit that I was a little nervous as I drove to San Diego to meet Chase. It was silly, since we'd known each other for so long. But I hadn't seen him in person since Dad's funeral, almost three years ago.


  When I got to the restaurant he was already there. I saw him in a booth at the back of the room and started walking towards him. As soon as he saw me, he stood up, a big smile on his face.


  "Hey, Little... um, well. Wow, look at you! I guess you're not so little anymore are you?" He eyed me from head to toe. I was still as tall as I had been the last time he's seen me, but I stood a little straighter as habit from the Marine training and had packed on another fifteen pounds of muscle.


  I wasn't the only one who had changed. Chase was still taller and bigger than me but he had lost a little of the stockiness from football, and his hair was a little more neatly trimmed. He was always incredible looking before, but now he looked even better, if that was even possible. Thank God I'd worn my loosest jeans, 'cause my dick was going to have a hard time behaving itself.


  As we both started to sit down, Chase continued talking. "I mean it, you really look great, Adam. Not just physically but you really do look more confident and happier. Apparently being a Marine really agrees with you."


  "It does. I really love it."


  He chuckled and shook his head as he stared at me across the table. "Man, I never would have guessed in a million years when we were kids that you would end up a Marine."


  "'Cause I was such a wimpy, dweeby little kid?"


  "Nah, you were pretty tough for keeping up with Bobby and me. No, I just... I don't know, it just never seemed like something you would have been into. All that regimented structure."


  "Yeah, but that was exactly what I ended up needing. I needed to straighten my life up and make some sense of it, you know? And find some purpose."


  He studied me quietly and nodded. "Well, I'm glad you found what makes you happy."


  The waitress interrupted at that moment to take our orders. Chase said the burgers at this place were out of this world, so we both ordered burgers and fries and beer.


  "So, what's been up with you lately? Bobby said you left the football team on your own?" I asked, the minute the waitress left the table, before Chase could start a new conversation.


  Chase's expression was something between a smile and a grimace. "Well, for one thing, I was never going to be a first string star player in the NFL. I mean yeah, I still made some good money, but I didn't want to tear up my body for the rest of my life just for that. And the other reason— the real reason, actually," he paused and looked me in the eye. "I got tired of not being able to be who I really was. I didn't want to hide any more and yeah, I suppose I could have come out nationally, but frankly, football just wasn't that important to me, to deal with all the backlash and controversy and shit that would have went along with coming out."


  I nodded silently.


  "So what's it been like for you, Adam? I mean I know what it was like around professional football players and the comments got pretty homophobic at times. Not to mention having to dance around their questions or pretend I was dating some girl."


  I winced inwardly. As long as I was trying to avoid this topic, the discussion had naturally detoured there, like it or not.


  I sighed. "Honestly, Chase, it hasn't really been that big of a deal. I mean I've been moved around so much; I've never had any long-term relationship to have to worry about. Most of the time we're so busy and focused on the task at hand, that I wouldn't have had time for a relationship anyway. And there are ways to..." I could feel my whole face get hot at my next words. "...get my needs met, without anyone finding out."


  Chase just raised his eyebrows at that last sentence.


  "Oh now, don't go all shocked on me Chase, you were in the same situation, you surely did the same thing. Found the same ways to get what you wanted?"


  He nodded soberly. "Well, of course, but eventually you start wanting a little more than just quick gratification. Something a little longer lasting."


  I smirked evilly. "Aw, Chase, are you having trouble finding someone with staying power?" It was impossibly hard to resist making fun of the innuendo in his words, but I also was secretly trying to get us off of this topic. And with a little help from the waitress it worked.


  Chase rolled his eyes. "I take back everything I said about the Marines making you better. You're still a little shit."


  I laughed just as the waitress walked up with our food. The moment was broken and the topic died, as we moved on to other conversations.


  We stayed at the restaurant for another couple of hours, talking about sports and our families and laughing and joking around. It was comfortable, just like old times and I began to realize how much I missed being around him.


  "So, Bobby said you were working for some non-profit organization?"


  Chase's eyes lit up and his whole face changed as he started describing the place he worked for called KIT— Kids Included Together. It was a national organization based in San Diego that helped work toward inclusion of both healthy kids and kids with disabilities into programs of learning and recreation. He talked for about twenty minutes straight about what they did at the organization and the kids he'd met.


  "Chase, that's awesome, man, that you've found something you like doing and feel so passionate about. Even better that it's such a worthwhile cause. That was exactly how I felt about the Marines."


  I could see the light bulb go off in his head as the recognition hit him. "All right, all right, I guess I get it now. Although no matter how much you like what you do, it can't be easy having to go fight a war half a world away." His eyes seared right into mine, those same beautiful blue-gray eyes I remembered from when I was thirteen and crushing on him. They still made my heart skip a beat and my dick pressed against my jeans a little more. Damn.


  I knew he was trying to offer me a chance to talk about Iraq, but it wasn't the time or place. "Nah, it's not," was all I gave him and thankfully he didn't push.


  I asked him about his house and he described it and the work he was wanting to do to it, but that it was slow going since he was trying to do it all himself.


  "Why don't you just hire people to come do all that for you? Where are all the millions from your football career?"


  He snorted. "Remember I said I was second string. They don't pay second stringers millions. I mean, yeah, I probably made better money than most people at a normal nine-to-five job, but I tried to be smart and put a lot in investments and stuff for the future. And working for a non-profit agency is not exactly a big-money career either. I did buy the house with some of my football money, though."


  Suddenly his face got animated and he sat up a little straighter in his seat. Oh no— I recognized this look on him from when we were kids. It meant he had just come up with an idea.


  I narrowed my eyes. "What?" I asked slowly.


  He smiled. "How'd you like to come over on the weekends and give me a hand? I'm still fairly new to San Diego; I don't really have any other friends to ask. And surely you need to get off of that base once in a while, right? I'll get us tickets to some Padres games!"


  I laughed. "What the hell? Are you trying to coerce me to help you with offers of baseball tickets?"


  He just widened his smile and waggled his eyebrows at me. Damn. A warm flush hit me all over. I was going to say yes anyway, I was just trying to give him grief first. But he looked so adorable with that smile; there was no way I would resist. Besides it would really be fun to have someone off base to hang out with, right? Right.


  "Throw in some beer and a pizza and you've got a deal."


  He promised to email me directions to his house and we made plans to get together next Saturday.


  As I drove back to base, I mulled over the afternoon and what I had agreed to. It had been great to see Chase again, but I hadn't expected to be so attracted to him. Again. I mean, it was one thing when I was a kid just discovering I was gay. I probably would have popped wood at any hot guy that was around as much as he was at our house. But it had been years since I'd thought of him that way. Although thinking back I realized I hadn't really seen him since I was a teenager. Just briefly at Dad's funeral and I was too upset to think of anything else then. I wondered if hanging out with Chase now was going to be a good idea or was it going to be a frustrating exercise in blue balls just like it had been when I was a kid? Of course, now I knew what I didn't know then— that Chase was gay. But we had been friends for so long, and he was Bobby's best friend. That was an awful lot of history to risk on a few good times in bed.


  The barracks were pretty empty when I got back, being a Saturday. I managed to get some alone time in the shower to ease the pressure of the semi I'd had all afternoon. I tried really hard not to think of Chase, but his face kept popping up every time I closed my eyes.


  ****


  The week passed by quickly and uneventfully. It helped being able to keep my head in the training I was doing, and not on the coming weekend. But as Saturday morning arrived and I found myself on the road to San Diego again, I found myself feeling a little antsy and nervous. I felt like an idiot. It's just Chase, I kept trying to tell myself.


  I stopped at a small bakery and picked up some doughnuts; Chase had promised he'd have the coffee brewed and ready.


  Chase's house was in a nice, quiet neighborhood. White stucco, Spanish-style, decent-sized but still modest.


  "Hey man, welcome. Right on time." Chase's hair was still dark and slick from the shower and he had on an old faded Patriots shirt that was stretched nicely by the muscles hidden underneath.


  I swallowed hard. "It's a Marine thing. Haven't been late for anything since I signed my enlistment papers."


  He chuckled and shook his head as he turned and walked away. His jeans were obviously an old pair he now used to work around the house in and fuck, if there wasn't a ripped hole near one of the back pockets showing a peek of green briefs underneath. I was thinking maybe I shouldn't have agreed to this as I followed Chase.


  "Come on," he said, "I'll give you a quick tour."


  The house was cozy on the inside but I could see why he'd said it needed some work. There were some little cracks on the walls that would need some patching and the previous owners had used some pretty awful colors on the walls. The front door I'd come in opened into the living room, so that was where we started.


  "Ugh, what the hell color is that wall?"


  "I don't know, but I refer to it fondly as baby-shit green," he called out to me over his shoulder as we kept moving further into the house.


  "Fondly? Are you blind?"


  Chase laughed out loud. "No, but I think the previous owners might have been."


  Upstairs were two bedrooms and a bathroom. I peeked in the spare room and the bathroom, but avoided Chase's bedroom. It felt too intimate to be seeing his bedroom. Luckily, he was too busy talking to notice, explaining all of the things he'd like to change and update in the house.


  Downstairs there was another half-bath, a laundry room, and the kitchen, where Chase ended the tour with the fragrant smell of coffee filling the air.


  Chase reached into a cupboard for coffee mugs, then smirked as he turned back toward me.


  "How do you take your coffee?"


  "Just black. And what are you smirking about?"


  Chase walked over to the kitchen table with the two full mugs. "It just felt weird to be serving you coffee now and not a juice box."


  I rolled my eyes. "Okay, if this shit like 'I remember when you were nine' is going to continue all day, I'm out that door. You do realize I know fifty ways to kill you with my bare hands now, don't you? And you've drank beer with me."


  Chase held up his hands in surrender and chuckled. "I know, I know, I'm sorry. I just— I don't know, I'm still getting used to the idea of us as adults you know, drinking coffee together. I apologize." His eyes leveled right on mine and I almost thought I saw a flicker of something there. "You've grown into quite a man, Adam."


  I didn't know what to say. My face felt warm, so I just kept it simple. "Thanks, man, that means a lot."


  After that, things lightened up. Chase laid out the plans for his first project. He wanted to add a deck on to the back of the house. He had all the wood and supplies outside and the measurements all drawn up on paper.


  We got started and things progressed well. Chase was super easy to work with and our work styles really clicked.


  The problems were whenever he bent over and those green briefs peeking out from the peephole in his jeans taunted me. More than once, Chase had to repeat what he said, because I was distracted.


  We broke for lunch and Chase went inside to get the food together. I finished nailing the last board onto the part we had done, then headed in. The day was turning quite warm and the sweat was pouring down my face, so as I walked into the kitchen, I pulled up the hem of my shirt and wiped down my face.


  "Fu—"


  Chase was mumbling something, but I missed what he said. "What was that?" I lowered my shirt back down and looked up to see Chase just standing there staring at me. His eyes were dark and if he were any other gay man I would have no doubt what that look meant. But this was Chase and there was no way he was interested in me, he certainly had never appeared to think of me as anything more than a friend before.


  Whatever the look was, it disappeared just as fast and the moment was over. Chase turned back to the counter to finish the sandwiches he was making. He started talking about the deck again and that was that.


  After lunch we worked until the sun was starting to set. The deck was looking pretty good; another Saturday and we'd be done.


  After we packed up all the tools and cleaned up, I decided I should hit the road.


  "No way, man, I promised you pizza and beer, so pizza and beer we will have." Chase looked down at his watch. "And, the baseball game is on. We can watch the rest of it!"


  "It sounds great but I'm pretty rank here. I don't think you want me in your house."


  Chase chuckled. "I do have a bathroom with a shower, even though it may be painted fuchsia right now. Go on up and shower the stink off and I'll get some clothes you can borrow."


  I hesitated, not sure this was a good idea, but he seemed insistent.


  "Go on. Clean towels are in the cabinet across from the sink. I'll order the pizza. Sausage and mushroom still your favorite?"


  I nodded and headed upstairs. When I got out of the shower there was a T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants waiting for me on the sink top. The shirt was a little loose and longer than mine usually were, and the sweatpants were too long but I just rolled up the ends.


  I left the bathroom and looked down the hallway but didn't see Chase anywhere.


  "Chase? Chase, I'm done in the shower, if you want—" I walked down toward his bedroom and looked in to find him bent over taking his jeans off, his ass in those tight green briefs staring right at me. And then if that wasn't bad enough, he turned around when he heard my voice and I was now given a spectacular view of his hard, firm, well-developed chest. Christ, it was near impossible to keep my eyes from roaming his entire body. He had just the right amount of chest hair that led down to those fucking green briefs. I could just imagine running my fingers over him... and down...


  I felt my dick start to stiffen and no wonder, I think every drop of blood in my body headed straight there. In the meantime he was still looking at me expectantly. Our eyes locked for a minute and I swore there was something crackling in the air between us.


  "Adam...?"


  I looked away, I had to before I said or did something I shouldn't. "I'm done in the bathroom."


  "Okay. Hey, I left the money for the pizza guy on the kitchen table, if he comes while I'm in the shower."


  I was already on my way downstairs. I couldn't think of him in the shower, I had enough of a problem right now. No. Couldn't think of him wet and naked and soaping himself up. Maybe stroking his cock. Shit. My dick was hardening faster than I could try and stop it.


  In the living room, the game was already on the TV. I settled on the couch and kept fidgeting and moving position, uncomfortable over the physical situation I was in. I tried thinking of anything unsexy I could, to get my cock to settle down. It finally calmed down a little by the time Chase came back downstairs. He was dressed again, thank God, but I still tried to avoid looking at his body.


  Two hours later, pizza devoured, beers drank and the game over, I was finally feeling more relaxed again. Chase was just so easy to hang out with. Once we started watching the game and talking baseball and stats and trash talking the other team, things were back to normal. We were great buddies. That's it. All I needed to do was remember that.


  I got ready to change back into my dirty, smelly clothes for the ride back to base, when Chase told me to keep the shirt and just bring it back next time. I had to wear my jeans though, because none of Chase's would have fit.


  "Are you sure you're okay to drive, man? Cause you know you can crash in the spare bedroom?" Chase said as he walked me to the front door.


  "Nah, I'm okay, I only had a couple of beers with the pizza, and that's been a while ago."


  "All right, well, be careful. I don't want to hear that you drove off the road into a ditch or something."


  I grinned at him. "Thanks for your concern, but I know you really just don't want to lose the free labor before your deck is finished."


  "Why you—" Chase tried to put me in a fake headlock like he used to do when we were kids. It wasn't as easy anymore now that I was older and bigger, but the feel of his chest against my back and his warm breath against my neck as he held me close to him was a whole other form of torture.


  He quickly released me and sobered up. "I am serious though, man, when I say thanks for all of the help. We're more than half done and there's no way I would have gotten that far on my own. We still on for next Saturday to finish it up?"


  I'd already promised earlier in the day, so I couldn't back out now. "Sure, absolutely."


  We said our good nights and then I got in my truck to head back to base. I tried to think about other things, but my mind kept drifting back to the day. I hadn't found anyone in a very long time that I enjoyed hanging out with as much as I did Chase. Even just as friends. The shirt he'd given me smelled just like him, and trapped in the confined cab of the truck, it was all I could concentrate on. My poor dick was hard again and waving the white flag of surrender. I was going to have to hit the showers again before bed; I just prayed the other guys were still out for the night.


  However, when I got back to the barracks several of the guys were there, just getting back in like I was. They'd apparently gone out with some girls they met the weekend before but hadn't gotten as lucky as they were hoping to, since they were back so early.


  I was putting my dirty clothes from the day in my laundry duffle for tomorrow, while the guys were razzing each other back and forth about the evening and making some negative comments about the girls. Once they'd died down, one of the worst of the bunch, Kowalski, started giving me this suspicious look.


  "Nice shirt, Shepherd, what the hell did you do, wander into the big boys department by mistake?" The other guys laughed at his ribbing but didn't seem to give me much notice. Kowalski wandered over a little closer to my bunk. He was a big guy himself, so he could get away with making fun that I was smaller than he was. And that I was obviously smaller than whoever the real owner of the shirt was. Anxiety started to spread through me, even though I knew I had no reason to be fearful.


  "A good buddy of mine, long-time friend of my family, lives in San Diego. I spent the day helping him build a deck on his new house and he lent me this shirt. It was pretty hot and sticky today and my old one got pretty nasty."


  He still had that damn look on his face, like he didn't believe me. "Umm hmm..." he intoned, as if he was debating saying something else,


  I was trying to stay calm even though I was now getting kind of pissed along with the fear of what he was insinuating. No matter what I felt for Chase deep down, everything I had just told him was the complete truth.


  He was standing within reach of me, so I pulled my dirty shirt out of my bag and shoved it toward his face. "Do you want proof?"


  Kowalski turned his nose away immediately and started walking away, "I was just joking with ya' Shepherd, sheez. I don't need to smell any more of your funk, I get enough of that during the week." He paused and gave me a very direct look over his shoulder. "No need to get so defensive, Marine."


  I didn't need a shower anymore, that conversation completely deflated my erection and sent my balls hiding for cover. I went to bed but didn't get much sleep, my mind turning Kowalski's words over and over. I couldn't understand the sudden suspicious looks from him; he'd never seemed to pay me much attention before. Although he was one of the more crass and rude personalities in the company. And I couldn't think of anything I'd ever done before that might cast suspicion on my sexuality. I mean, I'd done enough time hanging out with the guys outside of the base and I'd always felt like I fit right in as a "regular guy."


  After that encounter though, I always made sure I carried a spare set of clothes in the truck when I went to Chase's.


  ****


  Wednesday, I got a text from Chase:


  Scored tickets 2 the Padres game Sun! So bring a bag & plan 2 spend the wknd at Casa Michaels. : )


  Shit. I spent the rest of the week trying to think of plausible excuses I could give, but by Friday night my brain had given up on the idea and honestly, I didn't feel right lying to Chase, anyway.


  So, there I was on his doorstep Saturday morning, 0900 hours right on the dot. And damn if he wasn't wearing those same holey jeans again. This time with bright blue briefs. I wanted to razz him about them, hoping maybe he'd take the hint and quit wearing those particular jeans. Then again, I didn't want him to think I was looking at his ass all the time, either.


  The good thing was that we actually got the deck all completed. To celebrate, Chase grilled steaks and potatoes and we ate dinner outside on the new deck and watched the sun set. I hated to admit it, but it was actually pretty perfect. Since I didn't have to drive home I drank a couple more beers than I normally would have. I was relaxed enough that I caught myself several times blatantly staring at Chase. At his dimples when he smiled or laughed. At the five-o-clock shadow on his chin that I was dying to lick. At the way his lips wrapped around the mouth of his beer bottle and the way his adam's apple bobbed as he drank. I could just imagine other places those lips would be useful. I swore, every time I thought he wasn't looking I was reaching down and trying to adjust myself, which was not easy. My dick was so hard there wasn't much I could do to disguise it.


  ****


  "Adam? Adam? Come on, man, wake up."


  "Uummm... yes, coming..." Suddenly my head jerked up and my eyes opened— to find Chase's face inches from mine. Just a little more movement, a little bit farther and we could be kissing. A few beats passed as we just stared into each other's eyes, Chase's flickering with that "something" that I swore I saw last weekend. The booze in my system fueled me to lean a little closer just at the same moment Chase chose to step back and straighten up. He chuckled, but it sounded forced.


  "Dude, I go inside for like ten minutes and come out to find you out like a light! I either wore you out today or you're a lightweight with the beer."


  My heart sank. It was dark so I knew he wouldn't be able to see the disappointment that had to be splashed across my face.


  "Yeah, well it's been a tough week... a lot of physical training." I lied. "I guess I'd better hit the sack early."


  In the spare bedroom, all I did was toss and turn. I finally got up and went into the small half-bathroom that was attached to the bedroom and jerked myself off. I took some of my frustration out on my cock, stroking and pulling quick and rough, and biting on a towel to muffle my shouts as I came into the stupid sink.


  After I cleaned up I stood there for a while staring at myself in the mirror. I was angry that I couldn't seem to control my body around Chase. Angry that he obviously didn't see me as anything other than his buddy, his old childhood friend. And I was angry that this was interfering in my friendship with him. Because above all, I didn't want to lose that. But I also didn't know how to fix this.


  I woke the next morning with a clearer perspective— I would bury my feelings and continue on. I rationalized that my problem was just that I hadn't been around Chase in so long, and if I ignored my feelings long enough they would eventually go away. Yes, that made sense.


  The ball game was easier to get through than I expected. In part, I smugly told myself, because of the decision I had made that morning. In reality, I think it was mostly the baseball game— it gave me something else to focus on other than Chase.


  Even though the deck was done, Chase did have more stuff he could use some help with, mainly the interior of the house. Luckily, he said he couldn't work next weekend. He didn't say why and I didn't probe him, only too happy to have some time and distance between him and I.


  The next Friday night I went out with some of the other guys. I froze up when one of them invited Kowalski, but relaxed when he said he had other plans. He hadn't said any more to me, but I'd caught him looking at me a couple of times since our last encounter and I worried about what vile thoughts were running around in that stupid brain of his.


  Saturday night, I decided, exactly what I needed was to get laid. My own hand had been busy enough lately; it deserved a night off.


  I had done some searching and found a great gay bar. It was a little out of the way and not as big as some others, but still had a big enough crowd to get lost in. Or at least that was what I had thought.


  I hadn't been there very long when I noticed a couple across the bar. It took me a couple of seconds to realize where I recognized the one kid from. I had seen him around the base; I think he was stationed in the barracks next to ours. He glanced at me nervously a couple of times and I finally just gave him a little nod and a smile. I could see the relief in his face as he nodded and smiled back. The secret handshake of a gay soldier.


  I kept an eye on him for a while after that, just to make sure he wasn't getting into any trouble, but it soon became clear he and that other boy were an actual couple— always holding hands or having an arm around each other or a hand on a thigh. I even caught them kissing a couple of times and the look on both of their faces afterward clearly showed how in love they were. It kind of floored me actually. As a Marine, I had never really considered a real relationship was possible for us. There were just too many things fighting against it— the constant moving, the deployments and time away from home. And of course, hiding in the closet and the danger of being discovered being the biggest and the worst. But these two had obviously found a way to make it work.


  Realizing my fellow Marine was well taken care of, I turned my attention back to tonight's intended purpose, Operation Get Fucked Silly. I was not a big dancer at these types of clubs but I did enjoy the view. So, I had a couple more drinks and was casing the floor, tracking a couple of possibilities, when I saw him. I very nearly dropped my entire beer on the floor. At first, I thought maybe it was just someone who looked like him, but I soon realized it really was him. Chase was standing across the room— with another guy's arm casually draped around his waist. My whole stomach flipped and I felt the sour alcohol rise in my throat.


  I had never in a million years considered that Chase's plans this weekend involved another guy. And they certainly seemed very chummy, so this was clearly not some random guy he had just picked up. Shit, were they seeing each other? Chase had never mentioned he was with someone, although frankly neither one of us talked about that part of our lives. Which is why I assumed he was single. Jesus, and to think I had almost kissed him the other night. Talk about embarrassing crisis averted.


  I couldn't drag my eyes away from them. The other guy was the same height as Chase, skinnier and with short black hair that was styled perfectly into place. He had on a dark purple— yes, purple— long-sleeved button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbow and black dress slacks. Chase had a similar shirt on in a dark blue shade, and dark-rinse jeans. And fuck, he looked hot.


  And then to just make the night even better, just at the split second I was reaching into my pocket to pay for my drinks so I could get the hell out of there, he spotted me. He was looking right at me; I knew he had to see me. Shit. I gave him a weak smile and a tip of my beer bottle. He smiled back and then whispered something to his date before he disentangled himself and headed straight over to me. I watched the guy he was with give Chase a nasty look as he walked away toward me, and I grinned a little snidely. He clearly didn't like Chase ditching him to go talk to another guy.


  "Adam, wow, what a surprise."


  "I'll say, dude." I nodded in the direction of the leech, who was watching us like a hawk with a very sour look on his face. "How come you never mentioned you were seeing someone?"


  Chase looked a little uncomfortable. "Uh, well, ah... I wouldn't say we're seeing each other exactly. I mean, we've had a few dates. We're still feeling each other out. We met online."


  "No shit. For real?" I smirked, but decided not to rib him about online dating.


  Chase rolled his eyes, knowing what I was thinking. "Well, I told you that I'm looking for something a little more permanent, I'm done with the one-night stand or picking up a trick just to get off. So I thought I'd use some different avenues to try and meet someone who was looking for the same things I was."


  "And he's what you're looking for?" Okay that was a little rude but it just came out before I could stop it.


  His lips formed a thin line and I could see his jaw muscle clench. Yeah, I had overstepped.


  "He's... a decent guy. I'm trying to give it a shot."


  "And that sounds like a ringing endorsement."


  "Adam."


  Even in the dark club, I could see the disappointment in his eyes. I took one last, deep drink of my beer and slammed the bottle back down on the bar a little louder than I'd intended.


  "Look, whatever makes you happy, Chase." I nodded toward his date, who was still giving us the evil eye. "So, good luck. I hope you have a good evening with Prince Charming over there. I, in the meantime am actually looking for a little something fun for tonight and I haven't quite found it yet, so I'm gonna keep looking. The night is still young." I waggled my eyebrows at him and walked away.


  I knew I had acted like an asshole to him, but I couldn't help it. Something just got under my skin, seeing him with that other guy. With his hand touching Chase like Chase was his. It made me sick and made me— aw shit. I was fucking jealous. I wanted to be the one touching Chase. I wanted to be the one whispering in his ear.


  Chase and I kept catching each other's eyes all night. He really didn't look very happy with this guy. Knowing he was watching me, I admittedly went a little over the top with my usual flirtations. Normally I played it a little more cautious and subtle, trying to pick just the right guy. But tonight, every time I saw Chase look my way I made sure I was touching or talking to someone different. I also drank a little more than I normally would.


  Eventually I found a guy who'd do for the night. He was tall, dark and muscled and, I realized later, looked a little like Chase, especially if I squinted my eyes just right and put earplugs in to drown out his voice. The last thing I remembered was the mournful look on Chase's face as I left out the side door with this guy.


  ****


  I blinked my eyes. There was light and birds chirping. Birds? What the— I opened my eyes further and sat up. I was in my truck, shirtless and buck naked with my pants and boxers undone and down around my thighs. I looked outside and realized there were trees around me. As my eyes adjusted more to being awake, I saw the bar in the distance. Shit. Had I been here all night? Slowly my memories started coming back. That guy and I left the bar... and we had obviously driven my truck back here, out of sight, thank God. We had started getting down to it, getting clothing off... he was on top, grinding against me... and he came too quickly! Yes! So he tried sucking me off and I couldn't keep it up and... I finally kicked him out.


  Christ. What did I just do? I've never done anything like that before. I always watched how much I drank when I was planning to pick up a stranger because I wanted my wits about me. And I'd never had a problem getting it up before. But I thought I knew what the answer to that was— although anonymous dude looked like Chase, he wasn't Chase. Shit.


  Realizing I was still sitting here naked in broad daylight, I quickly pulled my pants up and found my T-shirt on the floor. I started the truck and got the heck out of there.


  I was hoping I could sneak into my bunk, but Marines rise early even on a Sunday. There were whoops and catcalls from some of the guys who were up, when they saw me come dragging in. And Kowalski, who of course, had to get in on the action.


  "Shepherd, you look like hell, my man. Did some chick keep your dick too busy to sleep last night?"


  He was watching for my answer but I knew how to play the game by now. "Yes, she did. All night long." There were more hoots and hollers and I knew I had effectively passed the test enough with the other guys to shut Kowalski up for now.


  I didn't hear from Chase all week, and the more time that passed, the worse I felt. I had been such an ass that night; I didn't blame him for not speaking to me.


  I was trying to figure out what the hell I was going to do, when my brother called me. I had been so absorbed in what was going on with me and Chase, I hadn't paid attention to the calendar. His wedding was next weekend.


  "Hey Best Man, how's it going?"


  "Great, great." Actually it sucks. "How are you? Drowning in wedding plans?"


  Bobby chuckled. "Man, I'm the groom, thank God. I just have to show up, Kate and her mother and girlfriends are handling all the wedding crap. My one duty is to keep track of the men in the wedding party. So, I'm calling to make sure you're all set to come right? You know when and where? And you'll be here before the rehearsal dinner Friday night?"


  "Yes, yes, big brother, no problem."


  "And you and Chase are still driving up together, right?"


  Shit. I remember Chase asking me that a couple weeks ago and we had agreed to drive up to San Francisco together. It made perfect sense at the time. Now I wasn't so sure.


  "We'll be there." That answer was ambiguous enough.


  Bobby hung up and I sat there staring at the phone trying to decide what to do. Do I call him? Do I wait for him to contact me?


  About an hour later the decision was made for me when he texted me:


  Just talked to Bobby about nxt wkend. Leaving @ 7:30 am Friday if you're still coming.


  


  My fingers shook as I typed my response: R U sure?


  Stupid for us to drive separately & both show up exhausted. We can split the driving. 7:30. Don't be late.


  I let out a big sigh. His text was pretty terse, but he was still willing to put up with being in a car for me for eight hours. This was either going to work out well or be a complete fuck up.


  ****


  Friday, 0730 hours, I was waiting in front of Chase's house. I was still a little unsure whether I wanted to do this. Then Chase came out of his house with a suitcase to load into his SUV, and I figured he'd see me sitting in my truck. I got out, locked the truck and grabbed my bag from the back of the truck. Chase was just coming around the corner of the SUV when he saw me and stopped.


  "Right on time. Thanks, I really want to get started."


  We got everything packed in the back and then climbed in. Neither of us spoke. I clicked my seatbelt in place and Chase was just getting ready to start the ignition. This was going to be a long-ass uncomfortable drive if I didn't say anything.


  "Chase, wait." He paused and looked over at me.


  "I need to apologize for being such an asshole at the club last week. I'd had a few drinks and I was just surprised to see you with that guy. I mean it's cool if you like him, I just— I mean, we're friends, we've hung out so much and yet, you had never mentioned him at all."


  Chase sighed and just looked down at the keys in his hand. He still wasn't saying anything and I was afraid he was still pissed. So I decided to try something supportive. "Umm... so did you have a good time the rest of the night?" I sounded like a chick.


  He started a chuckle, which turned into full laugh.


  "Hey, don't laugh at me."


  His laugh gradually died down. "I'm not laughing at you. Thanks for the apology though. You were actually right. He and I were never really... compatible. I was just trying to force something that wasn't there."


  He shook his head and started the car. We'd only been driving a few minutes when Chase cleared his throat.


  "So, how did your night end up?"


  My face heated up. "Um, it was fine." I wasn't going to talk about it; I was embarrassed for him to know the condition I ended up in. I could see him out of the corner of my eye looking over at me, but I kept staring out the window and didn't say a word.


  "Okay, then."


  ****


  Thank God that was the end of the awkward conversation. By the time we passed the Encinitas exit things were back to normal between us, like nothing had ever happened.


  The road trip was actually fun after that, we joked and laughed and argued over music. Eight-hours went by really quickly and before we knew it we were pulling up to the hotel where the wedding was being held. I texted Bobby as Chase unloaded the car. A few minutes later Bobby was meeting us in the lobby.


  "My Co-Best Men! Finally!" He gave us both big hugs and started babbling away like a kid hopped up on sugar as he took us up to our rooms. In the elevator, I finally got him to shut up long enough to get a word in.


  "Bobby, calm down, man. Have you been drinking already?"


  "No."


  "Did you take anything else?" Once he realized what I was saying, he cuffed me upside the head.


  "I am not on any drugs, doofus. I've just been bored out of my mind. I love Kate, but her brothers are kind of lame. I've been dying for you two to get here. Plus now Kate will let me hang out with you guys instead of sending me off on five million errands to pick up this and drop off that."


  The elevator stopped and Bobby got off, so we followed him.


  "Here you are." Bobby slid the key card through the lock and opened the door.


  "Which one of us?" I asked. Bobby walked into the room and looked back at me like I was crazy.


  "Both of you. We're trying to watch costs; I didn't think you two would mind sharing a room. There's two beds."


  I sighed. Well, no need for Chase's peek-a-boo jeans on this trip then— Chase's colorful briefs would be on full display every morning. Just kill me now.


  ****


  We had just enough time to stash our stuff in the room and then Bobby whisked us off to the rehearsal and the dinner afterward. Mom was there, and she was thrilled to see both Chase and me. She hugged and fawned over him just like he was another one of her sons. We got to meet Kate's family and the other members of the wedding party. The dinner turned out to be a lot of fun, there were a lot of toasts and jokes aimed at Bobby and Kate, and everyone seemed to get along well.


  Just as things were breaking up, a hotel employee came in and whispered something to Todd, one of the groomsmen and one of Bobby's good friends here in San Francisco. He was a little loud and brash, but he seemed like a decent guy. Todd got this big smile on his face and let out a loud whoop, as he stood up from the table.


  "All right men! The limo is out front waiting on us." He went over behind Bobby's chair and shook him by the shoulders. "It's time to celebrate this man's last night as a free man!"


  I groaned and looked across the table at Chase, who was chuckling but had a similar uncomfortable look on his face. Bobby had told us one of his buddies from San Francisco would be planning the bachelor party just because it would be easier, since Chase and I didn't live here. Which I was cool with, I had just been hoping for something a little more laid-back and casual. But if a limo was involved, I worried it might be a long night.


  In the limo were a couple more friends of Bobby's to make a total of seven, including the four of us in the wedding party and Bobby.


  The first stop was a cool sports bar that had a private room upstairs with comfortable couches and a huge flat screen TV. I began to think maybe this wouldn't be so bad. We had beer and nachos and everything was pretty chill. But after we'd been there a couple of hours, Todd announced it was time to move on to the second phase of the evening. Crap.


  The limo pulled up in front of what looked like a posh, upscale restaurant on the outside. However, the inside definitely did not match up to the outside. We walked into a series of large, interconnected rooms. There was a huge bar along one side of the wall and back a little farther, a couple of near-naked women dancing on a stage. But through the large open doorway to another room I could see another stage, this one had men in g-strings dancing and gyrating to the music. And wandering throughout the entire bar were the waiters and waitresses, all barely covered themselves.


  Chase and I were just standing there, slowly taking everything in, when Bobby came up behind us and threw an arm around each of us. "Sssurprise! Isn't this place cool?" Chase and I just turned and looked warily at him. "Todd and I found this place online; we didn't want you two to feel left out. Seeee—" he waved a hand in the direction of the room with the male dancers. "Strippersss for everyone!" Oh dear God.


  Todd came and pulled Bobby away to the rest of the group who was heading over toward the room with the naked women. I slid a glance over at Chase and he was bright red and biting his lip until he couldn't hold it in anymore and finally busted out laughing.


  He looked over at me for my reaction. "Oh come on, Adam, you can't deny it is funny! And so sweet that they wanted to include us."


  That last line caused us both to break out laughing until we nearly had tears in our eyes. Once we settled down, Chase asked what I wanted to do.


  "Well I think we need to keep watch over Bobby, he's already sounding rather tipsy and I don't trust Todd." Chase agreed and we both decided to take turns innocently strolling around the bar, to make sure Bobby wasn't getting too out of control. Bobby had really grown up in the years since Dad had died and he'd been with Kate. I didn't want him getting too drunk and crazy on the night before his wedding.


  When we weren't doing our patrol watches on Bobby, Chase and I did hang out in the male stripper room. Male strippers weren't really our thing, but you couldn't deny the men were hot. Even the waiters were all extremely good-looking. One young twink in particular seemed to take quite a shine to Chase and was constantly checking in with us to see if we needed more drinks or if there was anything he could do for us. The intention in his words was very clear as he directed his eyes solely at Chase, ignoring that I was even there. I came back from one trip of checking on Bobby to find the little imp straddling Chase's lap and whispering something in his ear. Chase wasn't touching him but all I could focus on was that nearly naked twit on Chase's lap, running his finger down Chase's shirt. I had no claim on Chase, but it still bugged the crap out of me to see him with someone else. And I knew I was out of line, but I couldn't help it.


  I smacked my glass down on the table, startling both of them. "Oh excuse me, sorry to interrupt boys." The twink gave me a rather disgusted look and Chase was quickly pushing him out of the way, until he finally left.


  "Adam, you know we weren't doing anything, in fact I'm glad you showed up when you did; he was a persistent little thing."


  I couldn't look at him. "Hey, none of my business really. We are supposed to be having fun tonight, right?" I took another swallow of my drink and Chase didn't say another word. We sat there, silent for a while. I noticed another man— sitting over in the corner with a couple of other guys— who kept shooting looks at Chase. He was the complete opposite of the twink— normal, button-down shirt and slacks, conservative looking guy. He was looking at Chase with real interest, not leering in any way. Chase was apparently oblivious.


  After a while, I couldn't take any more of the obnoxious music, the cheesy dancers and especially Chase's nerd-boy fan from the table across the room. I got up to hit the bathroom. Checked in with Bobby, who was still slurring his words a little, but allowed me to convince him to switch a coke or some water in between drinks.


  I was heading back to the other room when I saw nerd boy standing at our table talking to Chase. Chase shook his hand and actually gestured to him to sit down. At our fucking table. I stood there for several minutes and watched the two of them. They were both talking animatedly and Chase was... smiling. He was enjoying himself. My heart twisted in my chest. Chase looked happy.


  I turned and headed straight to the bar and gave my order to the bartender as I slid on to an empty stool. "Whiskey. Make it a double."


  ****


  I don't know how much later it was when I heard Chase again; I just knew I was feeling no pain.


  "There you are."


  I turned and gave him a big smile. "Chas-s-sse! How are you buddy? Where'sss your friend? D'you wann a drink?"


  I heard Chase sigh and he didn't look very happy. "No more drinks Adam, it's time to go."


  "Wait! We haff t'get Bobby! He can't miss hisss weddin' tomorrow!"


  "Bobby is already in the limo and a heck of a lot more sober than you. What the hell happened Adam, I thought you were watching out for him?"


  "Are you leavin' witout your friend or isss he comin' wit usss?"


  "Friend, what friend? That stupid waiter?" Chase was trying to pull me up off the barstool.


  "Nah, that nerdy guy wit the glassss-es. You were smilin' at him."


  Chase stopped trying to pull me up and he had this strange look on his face. "Oh, Adam." He just stood there, so I started trying to stand up myself, instead falling into him. Quickly his arm was around my waist, getting me up on my feet. "Come on, we have to get you back to the hotel."


  I lay down on the back seat of the limo until we got to the hotel and Chase was waking me and pulling me up again. He had his arm around me and helped me into the lobby. "It's okay Little A, I got you," he whispered in my ear. It felt so good having his arm around me, so right. I laid my head on his shoulder and closed my eyes.


  "No, no Adam, you can't fall asleep yet, we're almost to the room. Just a little farther." I vaguely registered getting in an elevator and more walking until finally we were at our room and Chase was struggling to open the door. Finally we were in and Chase was trying to settle me on the bed. At some point I had thrown my arms around his neck and so I ended up pulling him down with me onto the bed. His body on top of mine felt so hard and warm and I never wanted to let go.


  "Chasey, Chasey, why don't you like me?"


  "Adam, of course I like you, now come on, let go of me and lie back."


  "No you don't, you're always afterrr other guys. I like you so much but you don't want me, Chasey... you... don't... hmmh mpph... wann me."


  ****


  My eyes felt crusty and my mouth felt like I had swallowed a whole bag of cotton balls when I woke up the next morning. Through the slits of my barely open eyes I saw a bottle of Tylenol and a glass of water on the nightstand next to my head. And I could smell bacon, or sausage maybe, which made my stomach do an uncomfortable little flip-flop. I raised my head and a herd of elephants started pounding through it. "Ow." My voice was hoarse and raspy.


  "Good morning sleepyhead. How are you feeling this morning?" I blinked at the voice across the room. Chase. "Oka— actually I feel like shit."


  "Well take the Tylenol and get some food into you. Then get a shower and get dressed, because we're supposed to be at Bobby's room in an hour."


  I looked down and saw that I was still wearing my clothes from the night before. What the hell had happened? Oh God. Oh God, Oh God. Slowly the night's events came back to me and I was ready to die. I remembered everything, especially what I had said to Chase right before I passed out. I sat up straighter in bed. "Chase, listen, about what happened last night—"


  "Adam, just forget about it right now, okay? It's Bobby's day and there's too much to be done this morning. Later, okay?"


  I skipped breakfast for the time being but took the Tylenol and hit the shower. I was feeling a little bit better by then, thank God, but I couldn't stop thinking about last night. Damn, I couldn't believe I had told Chase I liked him. My only saving grace was the condition I was in last night. I'd just have to blame it on being drunk, or better yet, I could pretend I didn't even remember what I said. Yep, that was going to have to be the story.


  When I walked out of the bathroom I saw Chase had left a note on the breakfast table that he had already gone down to Bobby's room and to come down when I was ready. My appetite felt like it was returning so I ate some breakfast, drank a gallon of coffee and finished dressing.


  Bobby's hotel room door was slightly open so I knocked and then walked on in. "Yo, big bro, you decent—" The words died on my tongue. Chase was standing there, straight and tall in his full tux. My God, he looked amazing. The tailored jacket fit his big frame perfectly, and the crisp white shirt buttoned up to the black bow tie made him look so... debonair. And sexy as hell. I literally lost track of how long I stood there staring at him. It wasn't until I finally looked at his face that I saw the way he was staring right back at me. He was struggling to keep his face impassive but I saw his jaw muscle twitching and I saw that darkness in his eyes again. There was no doubt about the hunger that was radiating from them.


  And then he met my eyes. "You clean up pretty good, Marine." His voice was so soft I barely heard it.


  "You too."


  Bobby burst into the room then, breaking the moment. He pounded me on the back, as he passed by me. "Good to see you little bro, I wasn't sure you were going to make it after last night." He was smirking at me and I threw a punch at him, which he deftly ducked away from.


  "You shit. I'm fine, thank you very much."


  "Well good, I was afraid you were gonna be puking on my shoes when I try to say 'I do.'"


  Chase was staring out the window and hadn't said anything. Bobby eyes slid back and forth between Chase and me, suspiciously. "Hey, Chase, man, Kate said the boutonnieres are downstairs, can you run down and pick them up for us?"


  "Sure, no problem."


  Bobby started putting his bow tie on, but as soon as the door shut behind Chase he turned on me.


  "Adam, what is going on with you two?"


  "What do you mean?"


  "Oh come on! You guys have been acting a little odd since you got here. You got fucking wasted last night, and I've never seen you do that before. And just now, Chase couldn't even look at you. Are you two fighting over something?"


  I groaned and flopped down into a chair and put my head in my hands.


  "Adam…?"


  "I like Chase."


  "Well, yeah, you always have, you guys have always been great friends, that's why I'm trying to figure out—"


  "No Bobby, I like Chase." My emphasis on the word was unmistakable this time and I could see the realization hit Bobby.


  He sunk down onto the bed in front of me, his mouth open wide. "No. Shit. For real?"


  "And I think I told him last night, when I was drunk."


  "What did he say?"


  "I don't know, I passed out. And then I tried to talk to him about it this morning and he didn't want to, with all the wedding stuff going on."


  "Do you think he feels the same way?"


  I snorted. "No, that's pretty obvious, he's been seeing some other guy in San Diego, and then he was flirting with another guy last night at the club."


  "Which is why you got drunk."


  I looked over at Bobby. His face softened. "Aw, Adam, I'm sorry. Shit." We were both silent for a few minutes before he spoke again. "What are you going to do?"


  "I'm going to plead drunkenness, and either tell him that I didn't mean it or I don't remember. And then try to forget about it."


  Bobby was silent as he looked at me. I got the feeling he wanted to say something more but wasn't sure what to say.


  A knock on the door interrupted us then, and I tensed, expecting it to be Chase, but instead it was Mom.


  "Oh, there are my two boys. My men, I should say. Look at both of you, so handsome! Stand up so I can see you!"


  Bobby and I grumbled but we did as we were told. She hugged both of us and started crying. Bobby put his arm around her and tried to console her.


  "Mom, you can't start crying already, we haven't even made it to the ceremony yet."


  "I can too cry, I'm your Mother and you're my little boy. I just can't stop thinking how proud your Dad would be today." That quieted us all up for a while. There was a lump in my throat and Bobby's eyes were wet. Mom finally stepped away from Bobby and wiped at her eyes. "Which, is why I'm here, I wanted to give you these to wear today, Bobby. These were the cuff links your father wore on our wedding day. I thought maybe you'd want to have a little piece of him with you today. Bobby broke and covered his eyes with his hand as he shed his tears. Mom was comforting him then, rubbing his back and whispering in his ear. I was sniffling too and wiping my eyes. Mom saw me and reached over to pull me in for a group hug. It was a needed moment for all of us I think. We all had Dad in the back of our minds today and it was good to acknowledge it and celebrate it just between the three of us.


  We finally broke apart and cleaned ourselves up. Mom helped Bobby put the cuff links on, and just as she was finishing, Chase arrived with the boutonnieres. Which made me breathe a sigh of relief that Mom was still there. It allowed all of us guys to avoid the awkwardness of being alone with each other. She helped each of us pin our boutonnieres on. Then with one last hug and a kiss for each of us, Chase included, she went back downstairs to wherever the women were getting ready.


  ****


  At the church, I walked Mom down the aisle but all my eyes could see was Chase standing next to my brother in that tux. It was hard to breathe, and all I could think about was having to lie to him later when I finally talked to him. And my chest hurt so much I almost doubled over. Because I realized I really wanted to tell him the truth. But I knew it would destroy our friendship. And yet on the other hand I didn't know if I could just be friends with him anymore.


  The rest of the wedding was simple and beautiful. It felt a little surreal watching my brother. His love for Kate really showed on his face and I couldn't believe this was the same boy I grew up with who left his dirty clothes on the floor until Mom swore there was fungus growing on them, or the same boy who always begged to drink soda with his dinner just so he could see how loud he could belch. I hoped Kate really knew what she was getting into.


  After the ceremony there were congratulations and pictures and then the reception, where there were more congratulations along with toasts and food and cake. Chase and I were stuck at the table for the wedding party with the Maid of Honor in between us so we never really got a chance to talk all night.


  The dancing started and there was the traditional wedding couple's first dance, the dance with their parents, and then one was announced I hadn't been expecting, but then I wasn't exactly a wedding expert. The bride and groom each had to dance with one of the other's siblings. So, suddenly, there was Kate pulling me out onto the floor. It was awkward as hell for me because I hadn't danced with a girl since Tiffany and Homecoming, sophomore year.


  "I'm warning you, I have two left feet. Manly Marine here, not a twinkle toes."


  Kate just laughed at me and placed my hands correctly. "You don't have to be a twinkle toes, just sway with me."


  We'd just gotten into a rhythm when she leaned her head up near my ear. "Have you talked to Chase yet?"


  I leaned back and looked at her and then frowned. "He told you? I'm gonna kill him."


  Kate rolled her eyes and held up her left hand. "Married now. He's required to tell me everything or he knows I'll kick his ass." She smiled at her attempt at humor but I did not find it funny. She touched my cheek and cocked her head. "Oh Adam, I'm sorry. But if you haven't talked to him yet, I just wanted to tell you you're wrong."


  "Wrong?"


  She nodded. "You're wrong if you think he doesn't like you as much as you like him. You don't see it because you're wrapped up in your own feelings and worries, but Adam, it's so obvious on his face. The way he looks at you when you're not looking." Her eyes glanced away over my shoulder. "The way he's looking at you right now."


  I swore my whole body went hot and cold all at the same time. "You better not be messing with me Kate."


  She smiled at me. "Adam, you're my brother now, I wouldn't lie about something like this; I just want you to be happy."


  The music ended and we both stopped moving. "Thank you for the dance little brother." Then she leaned up and kissed my cheek and grabbed both my hands. "Now go talk to him." And then she swirled away in her dress and I was left standing there, scared shitless.


  I walked off the dance floor to hide behind a group of guests. From here I could look across the room at him. He was standing alone, sipping champagne, still looking so damn sexy in that tux. His face looked. . . sad maybe? And he was trying to be subtle but his eyes were scanning the room as if he was looking for someone. Looking for me I hoped. For a moment I heard Dad's voice in my head, his words from all those years ago, about honor and telling the truth. Should I do it? Should I risk the closest friend I'd ever had for the chance of something more? He was always there for me, whenever I needed him. What if Kate was wrong? What if he said no? Could I live with his answer? More importantly could I live with the lie if I never told him? My legs felt like jelly but I took a deep breath and started walking toward him.


  He saw me coming and tried hard to look like he didn't notice, only shifting to look at me when I was standing right next to him.


  "Chase."


  "Wedding went well, didn't it?"


  "You know I don't want to talk about the wedding, I want to talk about last night."


  "You were drunk, Adam, it's okay. I understand."


  "No you don't understand." While I was trying to explain myself, the arranged dances had ended and the DJ was trying to get everyone on the dance floor. One of the little flower girls, a niece of Kate's was jumping up and down with excitement and was going up to everyone she could reach and trying to pull them out to the dance floor. Before I could say any more to Chase, she had come up to both of us and grabbed our pant legs in her little fists and was trying to urge us out to the floor.


  "You. And You. Dance togetter!" She tugged mightily, then bounced off to the couple next to us, repeating the same to them. Chase had smiled awkwardly down at her before she let go of our pants and moved on. But suddenly, I had an idea.


  I stepped in front of him and reached out to take his hand. "Dance with me." I immediately started walking backward toward the dance floor, keeping my grip on his hand tight so he didn't have a chance to escape. His face was shocked and his eyes darted all around, like he was questioning if we should be doing this. I wasn't worried about anyone, my family and Kate's family all knew I was gay and no one really had a problem with it and the rest of the guest list was small so I didn't really expect any looks or comments. And if anyone did have a problem with it they could go fuck themselves. I had more important things on my mind.


  Of course, not thinking when I'd grabbed his hand, I forgot how sweaty my palms were, or how nervous I was... or how I couldn't dance.


  We got out onto the floor and I let go of his hand and stood there for a minute before I looked up at him. "Okay, I can't really dance."


  I finally got a little smile out of him. "Not part of your Marine training?"


  I ignored him and decided to improvise. I stepped close to him and wrapped my arms around him. He finally moved his hands up to settle around my lower back.


  We started to move a little back and forth. I couldn't believe I had my arms around him, that I was touching him. We were too far apart though. I wanted us closer, I wanted to feel his body against mine. But there were still words I needed to say first.


  "Chase, yes, I was drunk. I got drunk because I saw you with that guy at the club and you were talking to him at our table and you looked happy, and... I got jealous."


  Chase frowned. "Yeah, you kept asking where my 'friend' was. That guy and I weren't interested in each other, Adam. He went to Ohio State when I played football there. He was just a fan. If you had come back to the table instead of assuming the worst, you would have found that out."


  I winced. "I'm sorry, for getting drunk, then. But everything I said, even under the influence of alcohol was the truth. I've tried to hide it, I've tried to ignore it, but I don't want to anymore. I like you Chase, as more than friends. I want you. I want to be with you."


  Chase hadn't run away yet so I kept going for broke. I shifted closer so our chests were pressed together and I had one leg in between his.


  "I've thought about it so many times, about what it would be like to touch you. To be touched by you." I was staring straight up into his eyes and my voice was quiet and low. His eyes stared down into mine and his lips were parted. "Every weekend you wore those damn jeans with the hole that teased me, showing your underwear underneath. So many times I wanted to reach out and rip that damn hole bigger so I could feel your ass. And now all I think about every time I see you is what color underwear you're wearing today." His breathing was getting shallow and I could literally feel his chest moving rapidly against mine.


  His eyes closed. "Jesus, Adam," his voice was no more than a whisper.


  So I got a little bolder. My dick was just about tenting my thin tuxedo pants. I shifted my lower body into his, bringing us even closer. And... jackpot. I could feel him against my stomach; his dick was just as hard and firm as mine was. When my cock pressed into his thick upper thigh, I swear a fire sparked over my whole body. His eyes were still closed but a low groan escaped those beautiful lips.


  "Tell me, Chase. Tell me you want me too." And that was it. I was out of the plane and freefalling, waiting to see if Chase was going to pull the cord for my parachute. Or just let me fall. I swallowed hard, my heart racing as I waited for his answer.


  And then his eyes snapped open and there was a fire there that I had never ever seen from him before. "Upstairs. Our room. Now."


  The parachute released and I could float to safety now. Well, in reality there was no floating involved at all, it was more like a very firm, insistent pulling of my arm across the back of the reception room, trying to be as discreet as we could be, two big guys with very obvious boners practically running from the room.


  Once we finally made it to an elevator and were really alone, we froze, just staring at each other. Finally I launched myself at him, grabbing his face in my hands and pulling his head down so my lips could taste his. Next thing I knew, his hands were under my ass and lifting me up to him. It startled me so much all I could do was wrap my legs around his waist to hold on. I was a good-sized guy; I had never had anyone that was able to pick me up like that. It made me hot and when he squeezed my ass and I felt his hard cock against mine, I thought for sure I was going to come right there. It didn't help that his tongue was completely invading my mouth as his lips moved against mine. He tasted sweet from the cake and the champagne and I devoured him.


  A loud ding interrupted us as the elevator doors opened and he let me go, my legs sliding to the floor. He leaned his forehead against mine as we tried to catch our breath. "Fuck," he whispered.


  "Oh God, please." I answered.


  That got him going again and he pulled on my arm and we literally ran from the elevator to our room. Somehow our shaky hands got the card to go in and as we stumbled through the door, I'm sure it slammed so hard behind us we woke up the whole floor.


  Inside he pressed me up against the door and was kissing me again. His hands slipped under my jacket and up my tuxedo shirt. I could feel the heat of his fingers through the shirt, pressing the silky, smooth fabric against my skin. He reached a nipple and he pulled on it through the shirt. I arched against him and broke our kiss, banging my head against the door as I groaned loudly. His lips didn't stop, they licked and kissed and nipped all along my cheek, my jaw, my throat.


  "God, Adam, you looked so fucking fantastic in that tux, it was torture all day. You really have no idea how amazing you are. But I really need it off of you right fucking now."


  We finally broke apart and started ripping clothes off— the jackets, the ties, the shirts.


  I was down to the pants when I felt him grab at my belt and pull me forward. He had lain back on the bed, his pants still on too and he pulled me directly on top of him. As I fell, the first feeling of his skin on mine as our chests crashed together was explosive, and we both moaned. He started undoing my belt and once he had the zipper down, his hand was reaching in and grasping my cock. I moaned and arched down into his touch, my hands leaning on his chest for support.


  "Fuck, Chase," I growled, "Just get them off now, please."


  He took his hand off of my cock and I jumped off of him, my shaky hands trying to get my pants and underwear off. By the time I was finally naked I looked down and saw he was too. I realized for as many years as I'd known him, I'd never really seen him completely naked. The luscious hair on his chest continued trailing down, down, down to his... fuck, it was big, just like the rest of him. His cock was a good length for fucking but thicker than most guys. I swear my ass muscles twitched just at the prospect of how that was going to feel buried in me.


  "Mother of God."


  I tore my eyes away from his cock to see he was staring at me with wide, feral eyes.


  "Adam, get the fuck over here."


  I climbed on top of him and smashed our lips together. We clutched and grabbed and kissed brutally like we were two starving men who hadn't eaten for weeks. I had never had this kind of reaction with any other man I'd ever been with. Nothing was enough and all I wanted was more, more, more.


  The sound of our moans and our breathing echoed in the silent room. My lips left his to finally come up for air and I started moving down his body. I wanted to worship him, I wanted to hear him moan and call out my name. I licked and nipped and bit down hard on his nipples, and then smiled as I felt him buck under me and let loose with a string of curse words.


  I stroked my hands up and down his torso as I continued working my way down with my mouth. His cock was heavy and dark and all I wanted to do was suck on it like a lollipop. I licked a trail up from base to tip and all around the head, flicking my tongue for extra sensation. Then I wrapped my lips around the tip and started slowly inching my way down and back up. After enough teasing of that I started sucking with more power and I heard another string of swear words and unintelligible babbling. I smiled and moaned a little for vibration. I was so involved in what I was doing I didn't hear him yelling for me to stop.


  I pulled off of him to look up and see his flushed face.


  "Get up here." He voice was hoarse between his rapid breathing.


  "You didn't tell me you were in the Navy."


  He was leaning up to kiss me when he frowned at my words. "What?"


  "You swear like a fucking sailor."


  He smacked me on the ass. "Yeah, well, I never knew you had such a dirty, talented mouth."


  And then we were silent again, kissing and biting lips. The pleasurable ache in my dick was turning painful and I had to move. Our cocks were nestled perfectly together and I started grinding my hips against his to get some friction, to feel his warm, sleek cock sliding against mine.


  He shifted his legs wider and grabbed my ass hard, slamming our hips together. He broke our kiss. "I can't wait any longer, Adam, I need to fuck you, I need to be inside you, now."


  "Oh hell, yes." And thank God. All the times I'd thought about Chase this last month, I wondered if he topped. Given my look and my well-built body I had gotten a lot of shocked looks over the years from men at the fact that I preferred to bottom.


  He flipped us over then suddenly stopped and groaned in frustration.


  "Fuck! I didn't bring anything." He looked like his puppy just died.


  "Side zipper pocket of my bag."


  I swear the mattress of the bed bounced up off the box spring, with the speed and force he was off the bed and across the room. "You little shit, were you planning this?"


  I flipped onto my stomach and laughed. "No, I swear. Just a Marine, remember? Always prepared."


  I heard the sound of the zipper and then he was back on the bed again, kneeling between my spread legs. He smacked my ass and I yelped. "That's the Boy Scouts, and you were never a Boy Scout."


  "Marines are always prepared and ready for any situation... arghhh!" The cold wetness of the lube hit my skin followed by the warm intrusion of his finger, slowly sliding in and out. I let out a loud sigh as my muscles started to relax and the initial pain subsided. It felt so damn good. Soon he had two fingers in and I couldn't help bucking back and trying to get more of those fingers inside. And then he hit my prostate and my whole body spasmed. "Fuck, fuck, fuck, Chase, God, hurry up!"


  He chuckled, "Now who's swearing like a sailor?"


  "Chase..." The pleading was obvious in my voice.


  He rubbed his hand across my shoulders and down my lower back. "Hold on," his voice soothed. "You're not quite ready for me. I don't want to hurt you."


  A third finger and more lube entered me and massaged and stretched me and it was like the most delicious torture. I appreciated Chase trying to be careful but I was ready to fall apart.


  "Chase... ungh... I can't... I can't wait, please."


  His fingers were gone and I groaned in relief when I finally heard the rip of the condom packet.


  He spread my legs a little wider and then his whole weight settled gently over me. I could feel his heart beating hard against my back. "Are you sure?" There was a sudden hesitation in his voice that twisted my heart.


  I twisted my head around and pulled him in for a crushing kiss that would hopefully erase any doubt or fear he had. Our foreheads were still pressed together as I pulled my lips away finally and looked him in the eye. He was looking back at me with such desire, all I wanted was to give him everything at that moment. "Fuck me Chase, fuck me so hard all I'll feel for days is you."


  His eyes closed and his breath stuttered at my words. "Adam..." he whispered.


  And then he shifted us both a little and he was inside me. He was trying to go slow but the full feeling was a little more than I was expecting. I felt stretched more than I had ever had before. I cried out from the intensity, and my hands fisted the sheets. Chase immediately stilled and wrapped an arm around my chest, holding me to him tightly, leaving little kisses all over my back. "It's okay, A. I've got you... It's okay, I've got you."


  I immediately relaxed under his gentle touch and after a few relaxing breaths, I began to feel like moving. I moved my hips slowly, and the pleasure spikes combined with hearing Chase's breathy moans in my ear set me off. I started moving more frantically, clawing at the bed. I wanted him in me; I wanted all of him in me and more.


  Chase growled and suddenly he was pounding into me, hitting that spot so perfectly I lost all sense of anything else but the feeling of him and me and our bodies. He was still stretched out on top of me, every inch of our skin touching, every part of our bodies moving together in synchronization. I was not inexperienced by any means and I had had sex in some pretty unique positions, but this was the first time I'd ever been with someone like this before and it felt both primal and yet intimate at the same time.


  Neither of us was going to last long, we had been waiting for this for too long, our movements were desperate and quick. My arms were out in front of me, clawing at the sheets to just hang on. One of Chase's arms came up beside mine and our hands found each other, fingers entwining and clutching each other until our knuckles were white.


  I couldn't even get my other hand under me to touch my dick but it wasn't needed. The rubbing against the smooth sheets below and the feel of Chase moving inside me, filling me up, was too much. My orgasm overwhelmed me almost before I realized it. "Chase, I'm... oh fuck... oh fuck," was all I could intelligently sputter out as I exploded for what felt like forever, my body jerking and my ass clenching around Chase's cock, as I felt the wetness seeping into the sheets.


  "Adam, oh God, fuck..." Chase let out a sharp cry, as his whole body jerked and shuddered against mine, slamming into me as deep as he could, before stilling.


  We both lay there, unable to move, our hearts practically beating out of our chests as our breathing tried to calm. Chase's weight was heavy on me but it felt comforting and warm and right. I didn't want him to ever move.


  He did eventually though, pulling out and flopping over beside me. My muscles were too weak and sated to move so I just stayed where I was, wet spot be damned. I heard some rustling and then the sound of the condom being thrown in the wastebasket.


  Chase let out a whoosh of air. "Holy fuck, Marine." My eyes were still closed but I just smiled and let out a murmured hum of contentment.


  I felt one of his fingers trailing down my cheek so I opened my eyes to see him gazing at me, a smile on his face. "Are you okay?"


  I thought of a couple joking comebacks but didn't want to break the spell of the moment.


  "Yeah. I'm pretty damn good."


  His smile got larger and his finger continued on down to my shoulder and down my arm. "I've wanted to do that since you first walked into the bar that day we met up for lunch in San Diego."


  I shifted over on to my back, and looked at him in surprise. "Really?"


  And then he shocked me again when he honest-to-goodness blushed.


  "Yeah. I hadn't seen you in so long, and I just couldn't believe this hot, muscled guy in front of me was the same kid I grew up with. I went home and all I could think about was you and I felt like such a sick perv thinking these awful thoughts about the kid who was the little brother of my best friend— the kid I used to think of as my own little brother."


  I busted up laughing and he hit me playfully on the stomach. "It's not funny!"


  As my chuckling slowed down a thought occurred to me. "Is that why you never call me 'Little A' anymore?"


  He smiled. "Well, partly. But also because—" He paused and his hand moved farther south, gripping my soft cock in his hand, and stroking up and down it a few times. "—there's nothing really 'little,' about you anymore."


  I hummed as his touch made my cock twitch a few times. It was a little too soon for it to be ready to play again but it was clearly giving it the old college try. "We were friends for so long, and then when we met up again in San Diego, you didn't seem to treat me any differently, so I didn't think you had any interest in me that way. I didn't think you'd ever see me as more than that little kid you knew growing up. And then, to know you were dating someone else... it just hurt me more than I realized."


  He grimaced. "I hadn't really seen Rob— that guy you saw me with— in several weeks. I only called him up because I wanted to try and stop thinking about you."


  "We're quite a pair aren't we?"


  "Uhm hmm." Chase was not looking at me and seemed like his mind was somewhere else. I started getting a little worried.


  "Chase? Are you okay? Should I go back to my bed?" He looked up at me and it took him a second to register what I'd said. Then he growled and pulled me over to him. "You're not going anywhere. I'm not done with you."


  I ended up lying with my head and arms on his chest. We were both quiet for a while before I thought of something else I'd wanted to ask him for a long time.


  "When did you figure out you were gay? I mean, I remember you dating girls in high school. Are you bi?"


  He snorted. "Oh no, definitely not bi. I'm gay, always have been gay. But you know how it is in the beginning, when you first figure it out. You try to talk yourself out of it, try to fit in with everyone else, try to date girls to see if you can find one that turns you on as much as the half-naked guy in the Calvin Klein ads. I think I was in my junior year of high school before I finally accepted that I was gay and nothing was going to change me. But, unlike you, I wasn't as free to come out and be my true self. I was on the football team and more than that, I wanted to play football in college because I knew that was the only way I was going to be able to get a college degree. You know my parents didn't have a lot of money. So... I decided to just hide who I was, knowing that it was only temporary and that someday I would be able to tell everyone and be me."


  I smirked. "The guy in the Calvin Klein ads, hmmm?"


  He laughed, "Oh yeah. Hhhhmmm that guy was hot!"


  I started laughing and he zinged me back with the last question I ever expected.


  "Oh come on, it is not funny. Who was the first guy you got a boner for?"


  My laugh died instantly and I was now the one blushing, if the four-alarm fire I felt on my skin was any indication. I buried my face in my arms but unfortunately Chase saw my blush before I could hide. And he wouldn't let it go.


  "Awww... are you blushing? Whoo, man!" He was laughing heartily now. "It must be a good one. Aw, now don't hide, come on you have to tell me. It must be someone really embarrassing. Was it someone really nerdy? An actor? Rock star?"


  Fuck. I knew I had gotten myself into this situation by starting the ragging with the Calvin Klein model thing, but I never thought about him asking me about mine. How in the hell was I supposed to tell him it was him without looking like a complete loser or stalker?


  "Come on Adam, who was it?" He was trying to tickle my ribs to get me to speak. He was not going to let this go, so I might as well just get it over with.


  "Mif whs yuf." My head was still hidden against his stomach so it didn't exactly come out clear.


  "What? I didn't catch that?"


  I sighed and lifted my head up looking him dead in the eye. "It was you."


  His smile froze on his face.


  "The summer I was thirteen. The first time you came over that summer you were horsing around with Bobby, washing Dad's car and your shirt got plastered to your skin. I was watching from the living room window and I got the biggest boner I'd ever had."


  I watched his face as he tried to process the information. "That was the reason I spent so much time in my room alone that summer, it was too hard to be around you and I was afraid that someone— you in particular— would notice."


  "Shit, Adam. I had no clue." He was looking a little freaked out, so I decided to try and laugh it off and get his mind off of it.


  "Chase, I was thirteen for Christ's sake. My dick was going to pop for any hot guy that would have showed up in my driveway, don't freak out, man, please. I got over it, I moved on."


  His eyes narrowed as he looked at me slyly. "So... now you're saying I wasn't anything special, I could have been replaced with any piece of beefcake?" His mouth was twitching up at the corners. I groaned and hid my head again, as he started to chuckle.


  "Can we just forget we even had this conversation?" He never answered me and I had to look back up at him. He was smiling but I could tell there was still something churning in his mind and I was uneasy.


  ****


  The next morning I woke to him shaking me. I smiled as I opened my eyes, high hopes for just what he was waking me for. Except that I was in the bed alone and he was already up and dressed.


  "Come on Adam, we need to get on the road to get you back to San Diego in time to get back to the base." His voice was tender and quiet but that was all I got. No good morning kiss, no touching, nothing to indicate what had happened between us last night. In the shower my mind was racing trying to figure out what was up. Did he change his mind in the light of a new day? I mean, for me, last night was pretty fucking fantastic. I'd never had sex feel like that before. He seemed to feel the same way afterward. What happened? Was he regretting it? Was this going to be it for us?


  I kept holding back, waiting to see if he would say anything, but he never did. We hit the road and he took the first driving shift. After a few hours of very little conversation the motion of the car and the night of little sleep started to get to me and I apparently fell asleep.


  I had a sense of déjà vu when once again, Chase was shaking me awake, except this time we were in his driveway back in San Diego. I rubbed my eyes and was just reaching for the door handle. His hand darted out and wrapped around my wrist.


  "Adam. What happens now?"


  "What do you mean?"


  "I mean where were you expecting us to go now? Was last night just a chance to act out some fantasy leftover from when you were thirteen?"


  "What? Jesus, Chase. I knew you were freaked out by that, I shouldn't have even told you. Fuck! Last night had nothing to do with back then, what the hell kind of person do you take me for?" My blood was starting to boil and my voice was loud.


  He closed his eyes and grimaced. "Okay, okay, I'm sorry. But I still need to know where we're going from here."


  "Well, I think maybe you need to answer that one, because you're the one that's been all pissy and cold today. Damn, we fucked our brains out last night and today you're acting like you barely can tolerate me." I could see the pain in his face and I knew I was being overly harsh but dammit I was pissed off too.


  "Because you're all about easy sex and one-nighters and I'm afraid that's all you think this is. One incredible night? Or friends-with-benefits casual sex whenever you feel like it? I've told you, I need more. I'm looking for more, I want someone special. And I think that someone is you Adam. But I'm not going to do the casual sex thing, I've done enough of that." He turned in his seat so that he was looking me directly in the eye. "So no, it's not my decision. I need to hear from you what you want."


  Fuck. My body slumped back in my seat, and I felt like a deflated balloon. As much as I hated to admit it, everything he had just said was true. I had never done a real relationship. I'd never had any reason to. And I hadn't really thought much about us, beyond wanting Chase so bad it hurt. I mean we were best friends and we now admitted we wanted to be with each other, so—? I just expected we were "together" now. Period. I had never termed it in the actual words like "relationship" though. But I guess that's what it was right?


  "You are right Chase, I've never really been in a relationship. The life of a Marine— a gay Marine— isn't exactly conducive to relationships. I get moved around a lot and deployed. And then pile on the fact that I can't exactly be open about who I want to be with. So it's like, why bother?"


  Chase started to remove his hand but I grabbed his wrist in mine this time before he could get far. "But I've also never met anyone before who I wanted to be with, like really be with. So yeah, I don't have experience with relationships. I have no idea what I'm doing, which means I'm probably gonna screw it up. And if you're the one I'm gonna screw it up with, that scares me even more. But I never, ever saw last night as a one-time deal. I expected to wake up in your arms this morning and do it all over again. And then maybe again in the shower. Okay, so now it still sounds like I'm talking about just sex but I'm not, I swear. So yeah, I guess I was expecting more. But I still have to put the ball back in your court. 'Cause I'm willing to try. But like I said, the Marine shit is a lot to deal with, and add in that I'm probably going to fuck up a lot. I won't force any of that on you. If you ran away right now, I wouldn't blame you."


  My breath caught as I waited to hear what his reaction would be. This could be it. I might lose him and our friendship. He pulled his hand from my grasp and unbuckled his seat belt and jumped out of the car, while my heart sunk like a stone.


  And then suddenly my door was thrown open and he was grabbing my face and crushing our lips together, restraining himself from climbing all over me.


  Now it was my turn to ask. "Are you sure?" I whispered.


  "Absolutely. It'll be okay baby. I got you, I got you."


  ****


  I drove back to base that night, my lips still stinging from being very thoroughly kissed before I left. And I couldn't stop smiling from the memory of Chase calling me baby. Christ, maybe I was thirteen again, I felt a little like a giggly schoolgirl. The difference was all of the adult concerns— mostly about being able to keep this a secret— were lying in wait in the back of my mind. But for tonight I chose to ignore them and just be happy.


  ****


  The workweek was a heck of a lot harder to get through, now that I knew what I had waiting at the end of it. That first week after the wedding we texted back and forth like crazy. He had a bad habit of dirty talk that often left me hard and with a bad case of blue balls. I deleted his sexy texts almost immediately after I read them and I changed his name in my phone to just "C," so that if anyone ever happened to see a message from him on my phone, I could say it was a girl. Gotta say, it killed me a little to do that, but I just had to keep reminding myself it was more important to do whatever needed to be done to keep Chase and me safe.


  When that Friday came, I was flying down the road to San Diego, and when I got to Chase's we didn't even make it to the bedroom, we fucked right there in his hallway. In fact we pretty much stayed in the whole weekend, only getting out of bed for food and showers.


  Of course, come Monday my dick was sore, my ass was even more sore, and I was fucking exhausted. I considered it a success to make it through the whole day with only two reprimands from my commanding officer. Of course my CO was not the only person who noticed my depleted state. Kowalski of course, was right on my ass.


  "Wow, Shepherd. You must have had a rough weekend. What kind of hell raisin' were you up to?"


  I gritted my teeth. "A real man never kisses and tells, Kowalski."


  "Holy shit! Do you actually have a girl Shepherd? Alert the presses! Does she know what she's getting herself into?" His look was shrewd.


  "It was just one weekend, Kowalski, a fling. Hardly ready to announce the marriage yet."


  Thankfully we got interrupted and I took the opportunity to head to the showers.


  I couldn't get the conversation with Kowalski out of my mind; it nagged me all evening. And not just his comments, but my answer as well. I knew I had no other choice but it bugged me that I'd had to let him believe I was with a girl all weekend. I was still lying on my bunk stewing over all this when I got a text from Chase.


  Hey baby, just wanted to check in & see how your day was.


  I could literally feel my body relax just reading his words.


  It was rough, but better now w/ your text. I was dying to just hit the button and call him and hear his voice, but I didn't exactly have privacy and it was too late to leave the barracks and go outside.


  Rough? Everything okay?


  I smiled as I typed back. I was dead on my feet all day, I had a lot of physical exercise this weekend and not enough sleep.


  Dang. Sorry I wore you out, I thought you Marines were made of stronger stuff. Guess I have to take it easy on you next weekend. ;)


  Marines are always ready and up for the challenge. No special treatment needed civilian.


  OK, just remember you asked for it. : ) I'd better let you get your beauty rest. Miss you A. This bed feels pretty damn empty.


  Fuck, he just had to say that. What I wouldn't give to be in that bed right now.


  Miss you too C. Counting down the days.


  ****


  The next three weeks were incredible. I was busy learning some new radio communication technology so the workweeks flew by, and the weekends with Chase were just amazing. He was my best friend and now he was my lover and I couldn't believe how good it was between us. In addition to how easy it was to just be with him— like it always had been— now I could touch him and kiss him and fall asleep in his arms. In fact I couldn't stop touching him, and man, the fireworks I felt in my body every time he touched me was just unbelievable. Even just the graze of his hand while reaching for the coffee pot, sent me up in flames. I was thinking this relationship thing was a piece of cake, I should have known the bubble had to burst eventually.


  One Friday night we were hanging out on the couch watching the baseball game, both of us stretched out in the same direction, me lying between his legs with my back against his chest.


  "Hey babe, what do you want to do tomorrow night?"


  I was in the process of reaching for some more popcorn from the bowl on the coffee table and didn't really think too much of his question. "Uh, I dunno, whatever. Didn't you say you just got that movie from Netflix you'd been wanting to see?"


  He laughed. "Well yeah, but you know, we can watch that anytime. Adam, do you realize we haven't been out of this house since we started seeing each other?"


  Actually I hadn't even thought about that. I was just so excited to see him when I walked in the door every Friday, that was all I focused on. "Hmm... well, we have been incredibly busy... painting." Which was true, we had started working on renovating the inside of his house— in between other "activities."


  Chase snorted. "Yes, the painting is all we've been doing. I just thought we could go out, get a nice dinner somewhere, maybe go to a movie. In a theater, not on my TV.


  "Okay, sure, whatever you want babe."


  When I gave him that simple reply, I wasn't really thinking about what it meant. To go out as a "date" with a guy. With my guy. My guy who I was used to grabbing his hand or rubbing his back or kissing him whenever I wanted, without giving it much thought.


  Saturday night, the minute we stepped outside the house I felt uncomfortable. At first I couldn't put my finger on why I felt so jittery. But as soon as we got to the restaurant, I realized what was wrong. We got out of the car and I started to reach out for Chase's hand and I froze. I realized how many people were around and I couldn't. There couldn't be any indication that Chase and I were a couple in case someone saw us, someone from the base or someone who knew someone who knew someone who could report me. Yeah, I know, San Diego's a big city so the chances of running into anyone from the base were pretty slim. But San Diego was also the place where everyone headed to for the weekend, since it was the largest city nearest to the base. Camp Pendleton housed so many Marines it was a small city unto itself. There were a fuck-ton of soldiers and personnel on base I'd never even met. What if one of them saw me and then happened to pass me on base and recognize me? Gay bars were one thing— everyone there was just as gay as you were and were more likely to have your back than turn you in. But being out in the general public was a whole new ball game.


  I broke out into a sweat and my anxiety must have shown on my face, because Chase actually asked if I was okay. The situation apparently didn't bother Chase at all. He was actually more affectionate than I was around the house, but I noticed at the restaurant he never made any move to touch me. And he never called me "baby." After the waitress walked away with our order he did look at me across the table, straight in my eyes, and then he smiled a smile that I knew was one of his special ones, just for me. It did calm me down a bit, until I started freaking if anyone had noticed and thought maybe the look between two men was a little too special.


  As we left the restaurant, Chase's arm accidentally brushed against my back and I swear I practically jumped three feet in the air just to get away from him. I was so keyed up by the time we got to the theater I didn't even give a fuck what movie we were seeing, because I knew I wouldn't be able to concentrate on it. Once the movie started and the lights went down, Chase placed his hand on my thigh like nothing was wrong and rubbed his thumb up and down, in a gentle, affectionate way, not at all sexual. I still jerked my leg away and scooted closer to the other side of my seat, so we weren't touching in any way. From the corner of my eye I saw him turn and look at me but I kept staring straight ahead until he finally turned back to the movie.


  The ride home was silent, although Chase tried to make conversation about the movie. Once we were finally home and inside with the door locked behind us, I let out a huge breath and I thought I would be okay again. But, I was still bothered by the evening. We both got ready for bed but instead of bed, I headed out to the living room and flipped the TV on. After about ten minutes, Chase came looking for me.


  "Babe," he said slowly. "Aren't you coming to bed?" He'd leaned down over the back of the couch behind me and put his hands on my shoulders. Without meaning to, I stiffened and he noticed.


  "Jesus, you are tense tonight." He tried to rub my shoulders but I shrugged out of his grasp. Sighing, he came around to sit next to me on the couch, taking the remote from my hand and muting the TV.


  "All right A, come on, what's wrong? You've been jumpy all night."


  The room was dark, with only the light from the TV illuminating his face but I could see the look of concern he had. And determination. He wasn't going to let go of this until he knew what was bothering me.


  "You didn't even touch me all night." Okay that was not what I intended to start with but it was what came out.


  He frowned. "Did you want me to? I figured it might be too dangerous for you."


  I closed my eyes and rubbed my aching head. "That's just it. Yes, it would have been dangerous and although I've always known that, it really smacked me in the face tonight. I felt like I was looking over my shoulder all night, scared of any little thing that we might say or do that someone might see and interpret wrong."


  He sighed again. "A, I'm sorry. When I suggested we go out, I didn't think it would freak you out so much. Yes, we have to be careful, but baby that doesn't mean we can't go out in public. Nothing we said or did tonight wasn't anything two straight guy friends wouldn't have done. No one suspected anything."


  "But doesn't that bug you? That we have to do that?"


  "Adam, it just goes with the territory when you can't be out, believe me I know. I've done this before, remember?"


  "That's just it. You've already dealt with this shit. And you gave up football so you didn't have to deal with it anymore. And now because of me you're right back in the closet again."


  My words hit him so hard he actually leaned back as if he'd been physically slapped. I could see the shock on his face sit there for a few minutes before his jaw clenched and he got that determined look I'd seen before, which meant he was digging in for the fight.


  "Adam, I don't give a fuck what I have to do, if it means I get to have you with me. You are more important to me than any of the bullshit I have to go through. Yeah, it sucks, but it's not going to be forever." He took a big breath before he continued. "I love you, Adam. And I'm not going anywhere.


  I didn't say any more but I did let him take me to bed. Our touches were slow and soft and needy. But it was a long time afterwards before I fell asleep. Now my brain was torn between how I felt about everything that had happened tonight and the fact that Chase had said he loved me. Those words made me happy and anxious all at the same time. I hadn't returned them, but Chase didn't seem to care. I just wasn't sure if I was ready.


  ****


  Things went pretty much back to normal for us, but the idyllic honeymoon phase was over as far as I was concerned. I was just waiting for the other shoe to drop.


  Over the next few months, Chase and I learned to play our public roles well. When we went out together we were careful to be nothing more than best buddies. Then we'd go home and fuck like rabbits.


  Around the base, I continued going out with the guys once in a while, pretending to ogle chicks with them when I had to. For all my weekends I had various ways of explaining them away— I said I was still helping Chase fix up his house (which was partially true) or that I had plans with someone. I became quite the ladies' man, throwing out random girls' names as my "conquest of the moment." I'd pretend I was dating them for a while, then I'd "break up with them" and be on to someone else. I felt like a complete asshole but the guys believed me, and every lie gave me one more weekend with Chase so I did it. It was taking a toll though, on me and on our relationship. Many a weekend Chase had to deal with me and the anger and the resentment that I felt. He was the ever-saintly Chase, always calming me down and getting me back on track.


  Kowalski was still after me though, and I had no idea why, or what I had ever done to him. I was starting to guess that he was a latent homophobe and was just itching to find someone to report. In the end, he never found anything concrete on me to report, but he never knew how successful he was in destroying me— by inadvertently destroying my relationship with Chase.


  He pushed and pushed until I reached my breaking point.


  I was packing one Friday afternoon to head to Chase's when some of the guys were getting in from a hard day of field training. There were rumors that deployment orders were going to be handed down soon, we just didn't know what companies would be going. So combat training was picking up for everyone. The guys looked whipped and I felt for them. Meyer, the guy who had the bunk next to me, came in and just collapsed on his mattress and groaned.


  "Tough day, Private?"


  "You have no idea. And then Kowalski made some comments to Big Mac, and they got into it, and Sarge ended up making us all do extra laps."


  Big Mac was one of the African-American guys in the company and I could just imagine what Kowalski might say to him. I shook my head in disbelief. "That son of a bitch."


  "Well, beware, Kowalski is going to be a real bitch when he gets back here. Not only did Mac flatten him in their little tussle, but Sarge made K stay behind and do push-ups."


  I laughed. Mac was called Big Mac for a reason and Kowalski should have known better than to pick on him. Served him right whatever punishment he got. "How many push-ups?"


  Meyer looked over at me with a grin. "Sarge just told him to go and he'd tell him when to stop."


  I chuckled. Sarge push-ups were brutal. He'd once assigned a private push-ups "until he said to stop," and then sat down and ate his dinner and read the newspaper for two hours all while the soldier did his push-ups. When Sarge finally released him, he couldn't even move, his buddies had to come and drag him back to the barracks.


  Kowalski came in just a few minutes later though, looking thoroughly pissed off and covered in mud. One of the other guys, Henderson, was the first to say something to him.


  "Whoa, Kowalski, you look like Sarge made you eat dirt... literally."


  "Fuck you Henderson!" Kowalski's response only made everyone laugh even more, me included. I had to admit a little pleasure in hearing Kowalski get a little back of what he dished out.


  But Kowalski was pissed off and looking to pick a fight. So even though we were all laughing, he naturally picked me to go after. Even though the others were laughing more than me and I wasn't even looking at him.


  "I'm glad you all think it's so funny. Except you Shepherd, where the hell were you today, slaving away with your fancy radio equipment in an air-conditioned computer room, while the rest of us are stuck out there training to be real Marines?"


  That motherfucker. I was fighting everything in me not to go over and bust his ass. Every Marine has their own contribution to make and we're all taught that every job is important to the whole. Yeah sometimes we might razz each other a little but never ever in such a degenerative tone as he was using. I didn't want to get into anything stupid, especially with an ignorant asshole like him, so I gritted my teeth and tried to count to ten before responding.


  "Well, that radio equipment is what's going to help save your ass when you're on patrol and get trapped by enemy fire so I think you better just watch your mouth, Marine."


  "Fucking pansy-ass."


  I had turned back to grab my bag but still heard him mutter under his breath. I was tired of hearing his shit. It was exactly a ten second walk to the door and then I would be out of here and gone from his filth. I was going to just pretend I didn't hear him, but of course that motherfucker couldn't let it go.


  I started for the door and he started after me, yelling for everyone in the room to hear. "Where are you off to this time Shepherd? What's her name this week? Amy? Or Heather? Or Lindsey? Or are you off to see your pansy-ass boyfriend?" He stopped to laugh and I froze, my blood going ice cold. "Helping to fix his house up, my ass."


  "Kowalski!" Corporal Jennings' voice boomed out across the room. He was the most senior officer on hand at the moment so he would be considered in charge even though we were all off duty. But Kowalski ignored him. "Come on, Shepherd. Got nothing to say huh? Must be true then."


  I was shaking and trying not to show it. I didn't know what the hell to say to that. No matter what I said, he wasn't going to believe me. But I knew I couldn't just stand there and take it either.


  "You motherfucking piece of shit. Not that it's any of your god damned business, but no it's not true."


  He smirked at me, looking so damn smug. "Oh yeah? Then prove it."


  "Kowalski! Step off NOW!" Corporal Jennings called out again. And this time everyone went silent. It was the perfect opportunity for me to just turn and leave. But the problem was, as much as I didn't want to dignify stupid ass Kowalski with any kind of response, there were six other guys in the room. Guys who— although we were "buddies," and Marine brothers— would forever have questions in their mind about me, thanks to Kowalski. They wouldn't be so bold as he was to say anything to my face, but I knew now they'd always wonder in the back of their mind. How the hell was I going to prove it? My hands shook as I grabbed my phone, the only thing I could think of. I found a picture and held it out for him to see.


  "He's engaged to my cousin, asshole. I'm helping him fix up their house as my wedding present to them." The picture on my phone was a picture from Bobby's wedding— a random pic from a dozen or so Kate had sent me— of Chase standing next to my female cousin, Emily. It was a plausible enough picture. "Again, not that it's any of your fucking business!"


  And then, finally, I turned and walked out.


  ****


  Somehow, I made it all the way to San Diego, although I was in no shape to be driving. I was still shaking, from anger, from fear, and my gut was twisted into knots.


  Chase opened his front door as soon as he saw me pull up, smiling big as he waited on me.


  "Hey, baby, I've been—" He didn't even get to finish, I shoved him aside, dropped my bag and headed straight for the bathroom, making it just barely in time. My stomach heaved and I retched violently, purging everything that was or had ever been in my system.


  When it finally stopped I just sat there with my forehead leaning against the toilet seat. Chase was suddenly right there next to me, with a cold wash rag. "Come on, baby, lift your head up," his voice was so soothing; I felt it wash through my bones. I wanted to just curl up next to him and stay there forever.


  Instead, I shoved his hand with the rag away. I sat upright against the wall, and closed my eyes. I felt two tears roll down my cheeks and I was too exhausted to even wipe them away.


  "Adam, what's wrong? Are you okay?"


  So we sat there, on the floor of the bathroom and I told him everything, from the beginning— how Kowalski had been bothering me for a while now, what happened to him today and what happened after he came back to the barracks.


  Chase settled next to me and wrapped his arms around me, and for the moment I let him. "Jesus, baby. That guy is a bigoted asshole. I have some comments about how they managed to let someone like him into the Marines but I'll hold those. I'm so, so sorry Adam."


  I leaned out of his embrace and looked him in the eye. "That's all you have to say?" He didn't answer. "Don't you even care that I had to make up some big huge lie and tell people that you were marrying my cousin?"


  His voice was quiet. "Did they believe you?"


  "I don't know. Most of them don't usually believe the filth that spews from Kowalski's mouth, so I think they would believe me."


  He nodded his head. "All right, then." He started to get up.


  "You really don't care? You should be yelling and cursing and hitting me— anything. You should be pissed off that not only have I shoved you in the closet but I have to lie about who you are."


  He sighed and finally looked down at me. "Adam, of course I'm not happy about it. But I don't know any of these people, so I don't give a fuck what they think about me. If it makes it easier for you, then tell 'em I'm married to three wives with a dozen kids. Whatever will keep you safe and coming back to me. That's all I care about." Then he turned and walked out of the room.


  ****


  The final blow happened two weeks later. The word was that Kowalski had been reprimanded pretty severely for what had happened that day and he had thankfully been keeping his distance from me. In fact he never said another word to me and I didn't even hear him joking around as much with the other guys.


  Field training was finally over for everyone and of course the guys all wanted to go out and celebrate. We went to this little dive bar just off base, and commandeered the big booth in the back, telling the waitress to keep the pitchers flowing. There were several groups of single girls in the bar, so I knew it would only be a matter of time before the boys all started pairing off with whichever cutie was speaking to their dick that particular night. As soon as that started happening, that was my cue to start acting drunk and then leave so I could head to Chase's.


  There was one chick that was seated at the bar and as I walked by once from the bathroom, she stopped me and tried to strike up a conversation. I was polite and chatted with her then took the number she gave me and shoved it in my pocket before heading back to the table.


  The boys of course razzed me about the "hot chick I was talking to," and I laughed it off. As I sat back down, I noticed Kowalski had suddenly shown up. He didn't say anything, just kept looking at me in that smug-ass way of his. Later, I wished I had just turned around and left right then.


  An hour later and the night was progressing as I had predicted. I was the only one left in our booth and I was just getting ready to leave when I saw Kowalski talking to the chick at the bar who had hit on me earlier. He was nodding back to the booth and then she turned and looked back at me and smiled. Shit. Now I really had to get out of here, no telling what he was cooking up.


  Except she was quicker than I was, because the next thing I new there she was sliding into the booth next to me.


  "Thank you for the drink."


  I blinked. "Drink?"


  She held up her glass and shook it. "The nice guy at the bar said you bought it for me." Then she sidled up to me even closer so our bodies were touching, squeezing me into the back of the booth. "I thought I should come over and say thank you in person." Her eyes were staring directly into mine. Then she was practically climbing on top of me, shoving her lips on mine. I could still see over her head and staring right at us with a sick smirk on his face was Kowalski. Motherfucker was gonna sit there and watch the whole thing to see what I'd do. My gut twisted at the sickness of this whole situation.


  "Mmm, you're so hot," she breathed. She was running her hand down my chest and heading straight for the promised land. I realized I was trapped, literally and figuratively. So I tried to shut my mind off and once again, play the God damned part.


  I started kissing her back and she was sticking her tongue in my throat. I ran my hands up her thighs, toward her practically nonexistent skirt, intending to just slip my fingers underneath the hem, to tease a little. Unfortunately that just encouraged her to start grabbing for my crotch and my jeans were just loose enough that she got a hand down there before I could stop her. I decided that now, I could be justified in getting her to stop, using the excuse of being in a public place. Kowalski was still leering at us, but he had got his show.


  After I got her hand out of my pants and told her we couldn't do that here, she just got more animated.


  "Oh yes, let's get out of here, go somewhere a little more private." She jumped up and grabbed my hand and I decided to just keep going with it. The other guys saw us leaving and yelled out the typical lewd comments to us.


  Once we got out the door and she got in my car, I told her I wasn't feeling good, but that I'd take her home. She pouted and tried to get me to change my mind but I refused, so she finally went inside her house.


  It was late, but I decided to just head straight for Chase's now. It was just a couple miles to the highway and another mile to the first rest stop. I pulled in and over to the last spot in the parking lot, got out and threw up in the bushes. When I was done I got back in my truck and leaned my head on the steering wheel, trying to get my breathing under control. I don't think it had been normal since that girl had slid into the booth with me.


  What the hell had I just done? I hadn't been with anyone since I started seeing Chase. No one had kissed me, no one had touched me, certainly no one else had had their hand on my dick. I felt violated, I felt like I had betrayed Chase, like I was cheating. I mean it was all fake and it was with a girl and thank God nothing had gone any further. But, Jesus Christ. I had passed another test to prove I was a heterosexual, but at what cost? I felt like shit, I was numb inside. And it was going to be a never-ending process, there would always be more "tests," more insane play-acting. And I didn't think I could do it anymore.


  ****


  It was nearly two in the morning when I got to Chase's, but I didn't want to wake him yet, so I sat in the truck for a couple of hours and then went and parked myself on his front stoop. I dozed off leaning my head against his door. So, I was woken up when he finally opened the door.


  "Baby, what are you doing down there. Get up and come inside."


  I stood but made no move to go inside. "No."


  "No? But why not?"


  "Because that will make it too hard." My voice was hoarse and it cracked as I spoke.


  The look on his face suddenly got very serious and I knew he was bracing for what was coming.


  "I can't do this anymore."


  "Adam—"


  "I want to be with you but it's killing me. Do you know what I had to do tonight? This time that damn Kowalski trapped me into making out with a girl. She was kissing me and I had to kiss her back. Her tongue was in my throat and her hand was on my dick."


  And finally, I saw it there on his face. The crushing reaction of realizing your lover had cheated on you, even if not sexually. The idea, the picture of someone else's lips and hands on your lover's body— no matter the reason— was crushing. He tried to get it together, to hide it but I had seen it. And it broke my heart to know I did that to him.


  "It's... okay..." His voice was barely a whisper as he tried to tell me what he usually says. But I could see it was harder this time. And it would keep getting harder until the day would come where he wouldn't be able to say it. And I couldn't hang on until that day.


  "Dammit, Chase, it's not okay! And I've had enough."


  "Adam, you just have to hang on a little longer—"


  "Don't tell me I can "hang on." You weren't the one with some chick's hands down your pants trying to not throw up because all you can think of is how much this is going to kill your boyfriend.


  "And all the constant watching and looking over my shoulder at work, wondering if this is gonna be the day someone finds out. It's not worth it."


  His face paled. I looked in those beautiful blue-gray eyes I loved so much and they looked dull and lifeless as he spoke. "It's not worth it. You mean we're not worth it?"


  I couldn't say it, so I just turned and walked back toward my truck.


  "Adam—"


  I turned but kept walking backward. "You said it in the beginning. I don't do relationships. Now you know why."


  I got in the truck, backed up and drove away.


  ****


  My chest hurt so bad I had to pull over to the side of the road; I almost thought I was having a heart attack. I think it was really all those horrible things I said to Chase trying to kill me.


  I didn't sleep at all that night, and then slept for ten hours, all through the entire next day. I think it was my body's way of shutting down and repairing itself. I did feel like I'd been run over with a tank. It would get so bad at times that I would reach for my phone, to call Chase, to hear his voice and tell him that I was sorry and to grovel or do anything I had to, to get him back. But every time I managed to stop myself before punching the button, telling myself it was better this way, for both of us.


  And then, three days later I got my deployment orders and two weeks later, I was with everyone else in my unit, saying goodbye to our families. Well, actually I didn't have anyone there to send me off. Bobby had stayed in San Francisco because Kate was pregnant. It was only the first trimester, but she had been having a difficult time, and Bobby didn't want to leave her, which I understood. And without Bobby there, I had told Mom not to come, I didn't want her being alone while she was upset from seeing me off and then having to drive back to Fresno by herself. Instead, I had gone to see her two days ago, and we said our goodbyes, then.


  So I could only stand there and wait, watching my fellow soldiers hugging and kissing their loved ones. I had a pang of loss as I thought how the only person I would want to see before I went off to the place I was going to— a place I might not come back from— was Chase. God, I missed him, I missed feeling his arms around me, I missed his smile, his scent... everything. And just as I thought I was going to keel over from the pain of missing him, I looked over to see a familiar face. Not Chase, but it was that gay Marine from the neighboring barracks that I had seen at the gay bar that time. His lover was here to see him off, and like every other couple here today, I saw the pain etched on both of their faces. But then I noticed something. Unlike every other couple here, they weren't embracing; they weren't kissing or whispering tender words of love and goodbyes in each other's ears. No, they were simply standing there, face to face, not touching. The soldier's lover was itching to, I could tell, but he was restraining himself. In the end, they shook hands and then leaned in for a brief "bro-hug/pat on the back." Then the Marine picked up his pack and headed toward the planes.


  And just like that my fantasy of having Chase here was shattered as I witnessed reality. Because if he had been here, we would have been exactly like that couple. Unable to touch, unable to appear as anything more than "friends." It broke my heart, again, but it also reinforced my original decision the night I ended things with him. This was the way it had to be.


  CHAPTER 5


  September 20, 2011


  "Are you ready? Are you ready for me, baby?"


  "Fuck, Chase, please... I need... oh God, inside me, please."


  He groaned as he entered me, slowly, drawing out the exquisite mix of pleasure and pain. I shifted my hips up. I wanted him, I needed him, now. It only made him clamp his hands down harder on my hips, holding them still. He continued his slow, slow movements, inch by tortuous inch. I didn't know how he was staying in control, I felt like I was going to combust into nothingness if this continued on.


  "Chase..." It was too much, I couldn't breathe.


  "Shh... patience, A, just hang on a little while longer.


  And then finally, there he was, all of him, inside me. I felt so full, it was too much, too much... and I looked up and he looked so beautiful, those sexy eyes, those full lips smiling down at me. And suddenly I knew this was the only place I wanted to be; I wanted to stay here with him inside me, forever.


  As much as I was begging him only two seconds ago, now I wanted to tell him to stay, to not move.


  "Chase, don't—"


  But it was too late, he didn't hear me, he pulled out and then slammed back in so hard, I cried out and came. I had no control over my body, it writhed and shook with the aftershocks and wouldn't stop.


  "Chase...!" I was so lost in the waves for a moment, I couldn't see, I couldn't feel him. I reached out blindly, frantically.


  And then he was there, his arms holding me. "It's okay, A, I've got you... I've got you."


  I bolted straight up from my cot, my heart pounding. It was pitch black, and I was covered in sweat. As I listened to the sounds of the insects buzzing outside and the soft snoring and occasional shifting of the other Marines in my barracks, I slowly remembered where I was and collapsed back on my bunk.


  When a soldier comes home from a deployment, especially one in a war zone, it is not uncommon to be tortured with dreams and nightmares for weeks, months, some even years. Everyone had them. But here I was, in the war zone, and I was having nightmares of real life, of back home... of him. Actually they weren't exactly nightmares, because in them he was there and we were together and everything was perfect again. But they gave me a pain in my chest every time I woke up and realized it wasn't real, so I guess in that respect they could be considered nightmares. Sick, twisted nightmares, taunting me.


  I pulled out the tiny flashlight I kept with me and looked at my watch. It was 0400, almost time to get up anyway. I knew I was not going back to sleep so I reached under my cot and pulled out the dog-eared pocket calendar and pen I carried with me. I opened it up to today's date and put a dark black mark through the square. Every soldier carried something similar with them. From the day their boots hit the sand, the countdown to get back home started. I filled mine out by habit— although I certainly wanted to get out of this hellhole, I didn't really have much to return home to either.


  Which, I would be doing soon. My tour was up in a few weeks. So it had been almost seven months since the last time I saw Chase, and not a day went by that I hadn't thought of him in some capacity. If it wasn't one of the dreams, then I would be wondering what he was doing at that moment. Had he finally got the bathroom painted? Did he get the grant money for the project he was working so hard on at his job? Did he still think about me? Or had he found someone else? That particular thought always hurt the worst, and a couple times nearly threw me into panic attack mode.


  He'd sent me a few emails the first couple of weeks, trying to convince me to change my mind, but I never answered them and they finally stopped. I remember thinking at the time, "Good. It's finally over." But I didn't feel any better, I just felt even more hollow.


  With all my feelings of missing him, I never changed my mind though. I stubbornly still thought ending it with him was the only choice. The risk for me was too great if I was discovered and I was not going to put him through all of the hiding.


  Bobby had called me the minute he found out from Chase. "Adam, you motherfucking asshole, what the hell are you doing?"


  "Thanks, bro, I love you too."


  "Shut up, and be serious, you know what I'm talking about."


  It had been two days since I'd walked away from Chase and the wound was still raw and bleeding, I really didn't want to talk about it or think about it. But I tried my best to explain my feelings to Bobby.


  When I was done, he was silent for a long time; I almost thought he'd hung up. Then he sighed a heavy sigh. "Adam, you remember when you came to me and said you wanted to be a Marine? I asked you how you were going to deal with being gay and having to hide everything. And you swore you could handle it. Shit." The last word was almost a whisper.


  I knew Bobby was getting stuck in the middle between the two of us and it killed me, but I hoped he would try to understand.


  I heard him sigh again. "Listen, this is between you two, I'm not going to... I mean, hell, I admit this is got to be rough for both of you to deal with. But he's a mess, man. And you might deny it, but I can tell you are too. I'm not going to lie; I was squicked out a little when you two first got together. I mean, my little brother and my best friend! But, I should have realized it was only a matter of time before it happened. You two have always had a special connection, Adam. A lot of people never find that in their entire lifetimes. So, do whatever you feel you need to do for you. But you'd better think long and hard before you just throw something like that away."


  Bobby stayed true to his word and stayed out of it, well, mostly. With all the talk the last six months of Don't Ask, Don't Tell (DADT) being possibly repealed, he was constantly sending me email links to the latest news. Like the doofus thought I couldn't follow the story on my own. The thing was, I was refusing to hold much stock in the idea. DADT had been in place so long, it felt like a fairytale to think there was going to be a day when gays could serve openly. To describe it as a very gay metaphor, it felt like we were on the never ending yellow brick road trying to get to the Wizard's palace and I was sure any moment the Wicked Witch and her damn monkeys were going to swoop down and take it all from us, mocking us with her evil cackle.


  Every week, when I went to the computer tent to make a skype call home to Mom, I had to see and listen to my fellow Marines, talking with their wives and significant others— "Baby, I miss you so much." "Baby, I love you and I can't wait to see you again." There were even the bold ones who tried to be quiet but apparently didn't care if anyone heard— "Baby, I'm gonna fuck you six ways to Sunday when I get home." Hell, I'd even heard a couple of skype marriage proposals. It was like a kick in the gut every time to have to listen to all of them and know that even if Chase and I were together, I'd never be able to tell him those things, not in such a public setting. As painful and unfair as it was, it just reinforced my decision.


  ****


  The only times my mind felt clear and focused was when I was out on patrols. I had to be completely attuned and alert to the situation at hand and I actually felt less tense, as fucked up as that was. It was actually a relief to not be wallowing in my thoughts and feelings.


  I began to volunteer for extra patrols to fill in for anyone who needed a break. After a few times of this, my commanding officer called me on it and wanted to know if anything was going on with me. It was part of his job to keep tabs on the men and their emotional states. Often times a soldier volunteering for more danger meant he was on a suicide mission. And not only did that mean he was in danger of getting himself killed, but he also could be dangerous to the other men on his team.


  I was not about to tell him the real reason, of course but I did manage to convince him that I was just bored with the off-time and wanted to keep busy. It was a reasonable request; a lot of guys want to keep busy to not think about home too much.


  I had agreed to yet another volunteer mission, this time filling in for another fellow radio operator who was cut down with a bout of the flu or food poisoning. I was on a new team, and as I looked around at who I'd be heading out with, I recognized the gay soldier from back home, the one with the boyfriend. I finally found out his name— McCann was stitched on his uniform. I found a rush of jealousy welling up in me, jealousy that he was apparently able to deal with the whole situation of having a secret relationship. A little shame began to creep in too, that I hadn't been able to handle things as well as he had. He looked over and saw me and gave me a smile and a nod and I nodded back.


  As the radio operator, it was my job to make sure everyone's radio equipment was in working order and that everyone was able to stay in contact with each other. I got to hear all messages going back and forth between those of us out in the field and those at base command. It might sound like I was just an IT sort of guy and I was, in a way, but it was also a very important job. Men got killed when communications went awry.


  We had been out for a couple of hours and everything was going very routinely when I started getting some strange garbled messages from the team ahead of us. I kept trying to call out to them, but there was interference and radio static that I was trying frantically to fix. And then all hell broke loose from my radio speaker— loud yelling and strings of swear words and sounds of gunfire, and a huge explosion. I had already jumped into action, radioing back to base camp for help and yelling at my men to get moving. It was now our job to hurry to where the first team was and provide back-up for whatever was going on.


  When we got there it was pretty much chaos— fires and black smoke, the other Marines yelling back and forth. And they were still shooting which meant there were still enemy forces around. I was relaying the scene in detail to base camp, when I heard another small explosion behind me. I felt myself getting knocked to the ground and then nothing but blackness.


  ****


  That was the last thing I remembered before waking up in the base hospital. I was fine, thank God, just a lot of scrapes and a minor concussion. All head injuries were treated very seriously though, so no matter how minor, I had to stay in the hospital a couple of days. Other than a dull headache and occasional dizziness, I felt fine but they wouldn't release me. I guess I shouldn't complain; I was damn lucky. A few other guys had more severe injuries and three hadn't made it at all. Since neither of the teams I was helping were my regular guys, I didn't know any of them. It didn't matter though, losing any brother was still a horrible tragedy.


  Then I remembered that I did know one of them and my heart sank to my stomach. A nurse was passing by so I stopped her.


  "Was there a McCann brought in?"


  She smiled and pointed over to the corner of the room. "Just some cuts and a few minor surface burns, he'll be fine and out of here in a few days."


  I let out a huge breath. He was sitting up in his bed, a big bandage on one arm. He had a laptop in front of him and the screen was turned just enough that I could see it. From the distance I wouldn't have known who it was if I hadn't see the guy before. But, I recognized that it was his partner, on a video skype call. McCann was smiling and then I watched in amazement as he placed his fingers up to his lips, kissed them and then placed them on the computer screen, on his partner's lips. Normally if I saw any couple do this, be they gay or straight, I would think it completely schmaltzy.


  But not today. Today I was just happy for them. And I wished I had someone to do that to.


  ****


  Being stuck in the hospital was its own kind of hell, because I had nothing to do but think. I couldn't sleep because every time I did I would wake up wet with sweat and my heart racing. The nightmares/dreams were different now. I was back on patrol, the fighting and fires all around me, and I was yelling into my radio headset. Except I wasn't calling back to base. I was yelling for Chase, frantic and upset because I couldn't find him and was sure something had happened to him. And then the explosion, I got knocked down to the ground, only this time there are strong arms pulling me to safety. And once we were away from the danger, I open my eyes and see that it's Chase. He's looking down at me, with so much love in his eyes. "It's okay little A., I've got you."


  The third time I woke up from this same dream, it was the middle of the night and I was so disoriented in the pitch dark, that I literally had a meltdown when I realized Chase was not here. I practically decimated my pillow, clutching and squeezing it while sobbing silently. All I wanted was to be out of here, to be home, to be in Chase's arms. To feel him and touch him and know he was real.


  Eventually I calmed down, but I did not go back to sleep. Instead, I sat there in the dark and remembered.


  "You two have always had a special connection, Adam." Bobby's words echoed back to me. He was right. Chase was Bobby's friend first but when I looked back on my life, Chase was always there for me, in some form or another. As a pseudo big brother and "buddy" to hang out with when I was little. As strength and support when Dad died— when I had to be strong for everyone else, he was the one who was my strength when I needed him.


  And then as my lover. Never in a million years would I have ever thought our story would end up there. I'd had to be the one to make the first move, but once he was in, he was in. When I remembered our problems and arguments, I realized they were all me. I was the one who was scared and who couldn't handle being a Marine and being with him. He was the one who comforted me; he was the one who was willing to do whatever it took, with no questions or complaints.


  "It's not worth it. You mean we're not worth it?" The last words he said to me that night, set the tears flowing again. Oh Chase you were so worth it. We were worth it. I was too damn scared at the time. And sitting here, in a hospital bed, lucky enough to still be here, living and breathing, I couldn't believe what a complete idiot I was. What I had with Chase— Bobby was right when he said that some people wait a lifetime for that. And I just threw it all away.


  I had no idea what the future might hold— if I would make it back home in three weeks alive, or if I would get redeployed back here in another six months and maybe not be so lucky next time. Hell, I could go home and get hit by a bus. Our lives were in danger every day, every moment was precious. I decided it was time to stop looking over my shoulder and start living for the future— for the future I wanted, everyone else be damned. I just hoped it wasn't too late.


  When the morning shift of nurses came on, I asked for a laptop. It took me an hour to compose the email, and another hour rereading it over and over and trying to get the courage to hit send.


  Chase,


  Hey. I'm sure this was a surprise to see my name pop up in your email. I really hope you are reading this and that you didn't just automatically delete it.


  I've typed and deleted and retyped this letter about a dozen times.


  The night we last talked you asked me if we were worth it, and I didn't answer you. I couldn't. Because the truth was, yes we were worth it. You were worth it. But I was too damn tired and scared of everything. I should have been stronger, like you. Because you've always been the strong one. You've always been there for me. And the one time I could be there for you and for us, the one time I could stand up and face the world as a man, I ran.


  I know this probably comes seven months too late, and maybe it won't change anything now, but I have to say it— I'm sorry, Chase, I'm so, so sorry.


  I don't have any right to ask this of you, but I've already proven what an idiot I am, so I'm going to ask it anyway.


  I warned you when we got back from Bobby's wedding that I would probably fuck it up and I did, royally. I know that, and I'll do anything for the rest of my life to make it up to you, I swear. I just want another chance, to prove that I can be a better man for you.


  Okay so, that's all. I think about you all the time, wondering how you are and what you are doing. I hope everything is going okay for you.


  A.


  I was jittery the rest of the day, and it was hard not to keep checking my email every five minutes. The laptop was a communal one for patients, so I only had limited time on it. I let the nurses know I was waiting on an important email, so they promised to let me check it every hour or so if it wasn't in use. One nurse, in particular, I think, knew the type of email I was waiting on. She let me check more often than the other nurses did and she gave me this sympathetic smile every time there was no email.


  The next morning, after I'd woken up, there was finally a response.


  I couldn't breathe and my fingers were shaking as I clicked the email.


  Adam,


  I heard from Bobby that you were caught in a bad situation over there. I'm really glad to know you are okay.


  As for the rest... I don't know, I need some time. That's... the best I can give right now.


  Take care of yourself over there.


  Chase


  I blew out a big breath. I had to admit I was heartbroken at first, but I had hurt him and I shouldn't expect him to just forgive me overnight. And he hadn't exactly said no. So, I just had to keep reminding myself of this, it was okay. I could work with this.


  ****


  Two weeks later, I was working in the communications building when the news came over armed forces radio.


  Today, the President signed the bill officially ending Don't Ask, Don't Tell for all branches of service, ending eighteen years of the policy. Gay soldiers in all branches have been quietly marking time since the first amendment calling for the end of the Don't Ask ban was first initiated in 2010.


  Then they played a brief clip of an unidentified soldier commenting on the situation: This is a historic day for the military, and for gay men and women in the military who will now be able to continue to serve their country but also be true to who they are without having to hide anymore.


  And that was that. I was kind of shocked; the pessimist in me really couldn't believe that it had gone through. But it did. It was finally over.


  Of course, as a gay man in the Marines, I wasn't exactly going to go waving a flag announcing I was gay, because I knew I had to keep working with the other soldiers. While ninety percent probably wouldn't care, there would always be assholes like Kowalski to deal with. The important part was, I was free to do whatever I wanted on my own time and there would be no repercussions if anyone found out. And I could tell any of my fellow Marines and I could not be kicked out. No more pretending that I had a girlfriend or having to make out with a girl just to play the pretense.


  Of course the first person I thought of was Chase. We could really be together now. No hiding. I hadn't received any more emails from him, but I was still hopeful. Marking the days off in my little pocket calendar had new meaning, now. Every day was one day closer to him. In fact, we were going home next week. I was already planning to go see him as soon as my feet touched the ground and we were dismissed. Then I got an idea, and decided to send Chase another email.


  Chase,


  I'm sure you've heard the news already. I just heard a report on the radio, DADT is repealed. For good. I have to admit I was afraid it wasn't going to happen. It just sounded too good to be true. But it's done.


  You're all I've been able to think about since I heard. We can be together now and we can do whatever we want, and no one can mess with me or us.


  I know you said you would need some time, and I'm trying, I don't want to push anything. I will wait for however long it takes. But I am dying to see you. My deployment is over, I'm coming home next week, Friday. I was hoping maybe you'd think about coming to the base hangar to meet the plane when we get in. I promise I don't need anything from you. I just want your face to be the first one I see when I get home.


  A.


  I hit send and sat there for a few minutes before sending another email:


  Chase,


  I love you, and I miss you so much.


  A.


  ****


  I was so jumpy as the plane landed; it was a good thing I was required to wear a seat belt to strap me in. Chase had still never responded to my emails from last week and I had a bad feeling that it meant he wasn't coming. I tried to tap that fear down though, and try and just concentrate on the hope that maybe he would.


  We loaded off the plane into our formations, and after a few words, our commanders officially dismissed us. Everyone ran for the hangar, more than ready to be reunited with their families.


  Nerves suddenly overtook me, and I walked a little slower to the hangar, trying to put off going in there as long as possible. If Chase wasn't inside, it was going to be crushing.


  By the time I got inside it was loud and chaotic, everyone running and hugging and crying and talking. My heart was pounding as I strained my neck and my eyes darted everywhere. I didn't see him.


  And then someone moved and there he was. Standing across the room. He was pacing, doing the same thing I was doing, neck craned, looking everywhere. Until he spotted me.


  At first I couldn't move, we both just stood there taking each other in. Slowly a smile crept across his face. And I knew everything was going to be okay. At that moment, I wasn't even aware of anyone else in the room, I didn't give a second thought about what I could or couldn't do or what anyone might think.


  I just started running toward him, watching his smile get bigger as he waited for me. I didn't even stop when I got to him, I just jumped into his arms, needing to touch every inch of him I could.


  And just like he had always been in every important moment of my life, he was there to catch me. I wrapped my legs around him and held on for dear life as I smashed my lips to his and he met me back with equal force. In the haze of lust and love, I realized our very first kiss in that hotel elevator had started exactly like this. It felt symbolic to me, like we really were starting over.


  We finally broke apart from the kiss to breathe and suddenly all of the tension and emotion in my body from the last month began to fall away, and I found myself shaking and clinging to him.


  He just continued to hold me tight, as he whispered in my ear.


  "It's okay, Little A... I've got you.


  THE END
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  FINALLY! A big budget film! He'd been waiting for this chance, and sure the script was dumb (killing a space worm that spews poison in only jeans w/a sword? Please!) but it was the next step in his climb to success. Then Rory was knocked on the head by a falling prop & woke up on the planet Fjpxaz! Wait. Why is the director Kyle here too, and how do they get back?


  ~ Carrie
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  MAVERICK: SLAYER OF SLAYERS


  by Mark Alders


  "Cut," the director screamed from his chair. He stood, clapping his hands as a sign of his current satisfaction. "Okay, sweethearts, let's take it again from the top. Special effects, we need a little more mustard and mayonnaise for the space worm's blood. I want to see goo, people— Rory, darling, get yourself back into makeup, I want those pecs to be oiled so much they shine like beacons of masculinity. Comprehend?"


  Rory gave his fake prop sword to a stage hand, a fit, neat lad with a solid butt and a cute wink. He wondered if the young man would ever try and advance his career to be more than a back stage helper by deciding to do a director's couch audition. Rory would certainly give him a good, hard prop, and there'd be no mayonnaise with it to make it look real, either. Hmm, mmm, the lad was fine, and Rory couldn't help but watch him walk away, imagining all the wonderful and wicked things he could do with the boy when he was stark naked and fully erect in Rory's bed. What was his name? Peter— no, Paul... heck, he knew it was something beginning with "P". Perhaps he'll just refer to him as, 'will-look-good-with-his-mouth-on-the-end-of-my-cock' boy from now on. Such a name would provide plenty of inspiration, that's for sure.


  "Rory! Sweetheart!" the director bellowed. "Has all that steroid medication gone to your ears, dear fellow? I told you to get oiled up and get back here pronto. The mayo and mustard blood will only look good for a few minutes and we're not made of money here, gorgeous."


  "Yeah, yeah, keep your jock-strap on, Kyle. I'm going. I'm going." Rory ambled toward the makeup caravan, mumbling, "Sheesh, you'd think the man didn't get enough fucking cock the way he carries on." No one heard him.


  Rory was sure the director would have an ulcer by the time he finished this film if he didn't calm down real soon. Then again, he was always like that. Anally retentive. Quite the surprise seeing as he took more dick up his back passage than Kermit the Frog has had hands up him.


  Although, because of Kyle, they were now working on a bigger budget film, so the man had some merit. Sure, the movie was still cheesy, but the hope was the thing wasn't going to be one of those straight to video films only the nerds of this planet would enjoy in darkened rooms after they've masturbated, or worse, straight onto the cutting room floor never to see the light of day.


  Rory bumped into the stage hand as soon as he entered makeup, their bodies touching, hands brushing. "Pavlos," he said, remembering his latest infatuation’s name, and at the right moment, too.


  "Hello, Mister Smith, sir," the lad stuttered.


  "Now, now, don't get all stage fright on me. You can call me Rory, or even better, by my nickname, Maverick."


  The boy bowed his head slightly. "Yes, sir."


  "And you don't have to call me sir, either. That's for people I don't like."


  The lad looked up, brushing the long fringe off his face. A sparkle in his eye ignited a deep and wanting desire for him that Rory felt right at the pit of his stomach— in his cock, too. He was practically hard, and the boy hadn't even cracked a fucking smile yet. "Are you saying you like me?"


  Rory swallowed hard. "I like you a hell of a lot."


  The lad slipped his hands into his jeans top, pulling down on the material, revealing the elastic of his designer underwear. "A hell of a lot as in wanting to fuck me good and hard like I'm your boy bitch?"


  He licked his lips. "Oh... yes."


  Right there and then, Pavlos pulled down his jeans, taking his underwear with it. His bushy, black pubes did nothing to hide his cock which sprang to attention, hard and ready for action. "I thought you'd never ask."


  Rory couldn't believe his eyes. If the lad was beautiful with clothes on, he was a stunner with his cock out. He was well endowed. A nice, thick cock complete with red, ripe balls that hung proud between his legs. He was semi-retracted, his foreskin clinging to his engorged head. Pre-cum oozed from his cock to make it glisten like a wanted jewel. Plenty of nice juices to lick clean out of there, he'd wager. What's more, Rory couldn't wait to drain the lad's balls of his love fluids. He would then pound his sweet, twink hole. He couldn't think of a better way to spend his time until Kyle sent someone to fetch him because the man's precious mayonnaise and mustard mix had turned rancid under the studio lights.


  Before Rory could get on his knees to start preparing Pavlos for his first audition into manhood, a strange metallic rolling noise rang out. The sound came from above him. He looked up, only to see the prop of a space warrior's helmet from his last movie fall from the shelf to strike him on his head.


  Rory was knocked unconscious.


  When he woke, grumbling under his breath because he had been disturbed from some good boy action around his dick, what struck his eyes wasn't a cute naked twink with his rock hard and ready cock ripe for sucking, but a lurid desert landscape filled with every conceivable piece of flotsam from the film industry he could imagine. Everything from a gothic table they once used in a film to a half completed cockpit for a now axed series. There was even the old metallic and clunky space warrior outfit he had to endure for hours in the baking sun during his last shoot. He remembered the outfit was so ill-fitting and uncomfortable that he needed three nubile and extremely horny twinks to help soothe away his aches— starting at his cock— when he finished acting for the day.


  "Where the fuck am I?" he screamed. An echo his reply.


  He turned, examining his surrounds in more detail, picking up bits of bric-a-brac. One such object was the photon phaser prop he had used in his old Wormhole Adventure TV series days. He threw the gun onto the sand. The thing was as useless as the ratings he received for that shambles of a show. Yep, he was in a strange place. A stranger in a strange land with some familiar objects thrown in to help confuse the matter.


  Rory went to the space warrior suit. The sky above turning a deeper shade of purple as the minutes wore on— or were they hours? He couldn't tell. All he knew was that he was confused, hungry, thirsty, and had blue balls from the promise of sinking his dick into a tight boy hole which never eventuated. Damn. Not a good combination to have at any time, let alone when lost.


  He was about to reach down and touch the suit, see if it was really there and not a figment of his imagination, when something moving in the distance caught his eye. He stared at the spot— the crest of the hill— where he thought he saw the movement, when a wind kicked up and the desert sands began to swirl around him.


  Rory shielded his eyes.


  A voice rang out. "Ogh se hwe plaetus Fjpxaz, darlung."


  "What?" Rory yelled, cupping his hands around his mouth to help project his voice. Not impressed by the fact he had to squint from the dust storm and there was now someone approaching him to help complicate matters even further. What if it was an alien wanting to breed a new species with him? Then again, it was a male voice.


  Rory contemplated such a notion for a moment. How hot. A male alien. Perhaps they could skip the breeding part and just fuck like love-sick teenagers while their parents were out. Did alien men have the same equipment humans did? Or would the alien be endowed with a weird cock that could suck out his insides while he pounded Rory from behind? Rory smiled. He liked the idea of getting down and dirty with an alien, vacuum cocked or not.


  The dust storm eased.


  When calm returned to the junk desert, much to Rory's surprise and disappointment the approaching man turned out to be none other than Kyle of all people. Talk about a letdown. Anyone would have been better than his director right now. Heck, he'd even prefer a woman for company over him.


  "Why are you here?" Rory said with a distained snort. "And what the hell were you jabbering on about before? You didn't make sense. I thought you were some alien or something come to suck my insides out or some shit like that."


  Kyle looked Rory up and down. "More like you wished I was some vacuous twinkie boy stage hand with fully engorged balls and his brains in his dick, you mean— besides, I wasn't jabbering. I was trying to tell you we're not alone here, darling."


  Rory didn't know what to say next, other than feeling the overwhelming urge to punch Kyle's smug features off his pretty face. If Kyle had been a twink, at least things would be on the up and up, vacuous or not. Twinks did it for Rory because they did what they were told, simple as that. If he wanted a four hour fuck session with some boy hanging off his cock to worship him, then that's what he got. Most lads who came to the studio were keen to learn and even keener to make it big in the film industry by having a connection to one of its stars, no matter what they had to do. A connection Rory was only too happy to provide. "Don't darling me, you stereotypical sissy boy," Rory snapped. "If you paid more attention to your stars and their careers instead of worrying about sucking up the studio suit's arses because they provided the funds, we wouldn't have to get our thrills with the new and naive employees, now would we?"


  Kyle placed his hands onto his hips. "Oh, please. Don't even start with me about your precious career, you pig— yes, that's right, you're a pig. You treat others like dirt and that rubs off onto your career. No one wants to hire an asshole and no one has done anything to you except yourself. If you opened your eyes for a moment and took a good hard look at what's going on beyond your trailer's bed filled with barely legal boys, then you'd realise there are people who care about you all around you. You just can't see beyond your own selfishness to see it, can you? So, go ahead, keep fucking those stage hands left, right and centre, but don't come crying to me, sweetheart, when your film career is as washed up as an 80s sitcom star because you can't attract the pretty boys anymore. You make me sick."


  Rory punched Kyle.


  The man hit the glittering alien sand with a thud, missing the space warrior suit by inches. Blood trickled from the corner of Kyle's lips and he shook his head as he tried to get back onto his feet. The punch wasn't a hard one, probably surprised Kyle more than anything. Rory didn't want to hurt him— they were filming a bigger than usual budget film right now. Still, the words the man spoke kind of hurt and he deserved some sense to be knocked into him at the very least.


  With Kyle lying in the dirt, something struck Rory. Not a pang of consciousness, far from it. No, something physically struck him, right in the small of his back, too. He wheeled. On the ground was a gem stone. Rory looked up to see bounding toward them what he could only describe as an alien creature that looked like a cross between a human and a dog with the teeth of a shark and the attitude to match. The alien was throwing the projectiles at them using a sort of sling apparatus.


  What's more, there were now four of these alien dog beings charging toward them, gemstones raining all around them within a blink of an eye. But they weren't gemstones at all. They were casings for robotic insects, ones that scurried towards Rory and Kyle, fangs at the ready.


  One of the dog aliens raised his arm and let out a war cry. All drew swords that weren't metal in fashion, but made of electricity. The whole scene suddenly became like something out of a really bad B-grade sci-fi movie. Only trouble was, as far as Rory could tell, this was real. The proof of such a thing his hurt knuckles when he punched Kyle.


  "I told you we weren't alone, you dim-witted thug." Kyle staggered to his feet, kicking away the metallic bugs while he used Rory for support. "If you were listening to me instead of thinking about your own self-importance or worrying about your next twink conquest, we might have been able to get away."


  Without thought— and really not knowing why, Rory said, "Quick, Kyle, get into the space warrior suit!"


  Kyle looked at him through pained eyes. "You're joking, darling."


  "I don't joke. Remember, I'm too busy lusting over barely legal boys." Rory pulled open the rather large and somewhat cumbersome back door of the suit, muscles flexing and sweat beading off his forehead within moments. He was dreading already how his arse was going to ache after being squashed inside the metal contraption for more than two minutes, even more so because he would have Kyle in there with him. "Now get in if you want to survive these butt-ugly dog men and their electric bugs and weapons. You can take the turret position behind me— right? We might stand a chance of surviving, but we've got to hurry the fuck up. So fucking move, pretty boy."


  Kyle began to clamber into the suit, but not before squashing as many of the robot insects as he could. "What exactly is this going to achieve, sweetheart? I mean, when we get inside we become a tinned meal instead of an unpackaged one— right?"


  Rory recalled how the suit was equipped with some basic functions special effects couldn't reproduce so easily on a tight budget. A rope-shooting gun on one of the arms, one example, a water cannon the secondary pilot controlled, the other. Heck, at least when they were inside they could pose some sort of threat, hopefully making the dog dudes think twice about attacking them. That was the plan, anyway.


  Getting inside the suit wasn't as difficult as Rory remembered. Then again, he didn't have the urgency he had now. Within a heartbeat of sealing the suit, locking them both in to meet their fate, the dog aliens were as close as Rory would ever want them to be. They even barked. If he thought the alien creatures were ugly at a distance, they positively reeked of disgusting up close. Dog faces really only looked good on dogs... not on bipeds, as far as he was concerned.


  "Now what?" Kyle asked.


  Rory started the suit's ignition by turning the key. It had a battery charged motor that ran the features that also aided in making the thing walk. No human, no matter how muscle-bound or steroid-soaked, could move the suit even if they were the most enthusiastic in the universe. Thank goodness for cogs and gears and modern lithium storage batteries that could operate electric cars. As far as props went, this one had the money spent on it. Pity the movie it featured in stunk more than a pile of cat shit in a dirty litter tray.


  "We kick some dog-faced ass, that's what." Rory leaned over as best he could to crank the lever which would bring the water cannon online. As he did so, whether through need or because of nerves, or both, he let out a ripper of a fart.


  Kyle began to cough... then gag. He was behind Rory, seated so his legs were almost wrapped around Rory's hips, and as a result would have coped the full brunt of his noxious gasses. Served him right for being such a limp-wristed wimp in the first place. If he couldn't handle a man blowing off, then why the fuck did he sleep with them? Many a time Rory had farted in bed, pulling over the bedclothes to cover his latest fuck so he couldn't do anything but choke on the fumes. Then he'd fuck the twink harder for being a wimp if he complained.


  Rory chuckled to himself.


  Until he got a dose of his own medicine and his self-produced methane found his nostrils. He screwed up his nose and tried to cough the flavour of his fart out of his mouth. "Man, that sure was fucking nasty. Bet you tasted that one in all its glory, didn't you, Kyle?"


  "You're a disgusting pig," Kyle stammered, "and you need to be taught some manners."


  "You already told me that I'm a pig." Rory flicked a few more switches and turned a couple of dials. The suit came to life. Everything lit up, illuminating the darkness. The whole contraption came alive, complete with the smell of stale fart. "Now, bring up the water cannon control panel and aim it for those dog bastards. We'll give them a soaking they won't believe."


  The water cannon worked like a charm. The aliens retreated, back to the crest of the hill where they came from, yelping all the way. Unfortunately, not only were conditions cramped inside the space warrior suit and Rory was certain one of his legs had gone numb from the restriction, he felt a sharp stabbing at his stomach.


  When he reached down to touch the place where the pain came from, something bit his hand. "Fuck!" he yelped.


  "What now?"


  Rory was bitten again and again, this time all over his body. It didn't take him long to work out there were a few of those alien robotic bugs in the suit with them. "Bugs! Fucking bugs are everywhere. Kyle, we've got to get out of here because I'm getting eaten alive inside this tin can."


  He pulled the lever that opened the backdoor entrance. Kyle fell out, having no support now there was no back to hold him in, hitting the sand hard. Rory came to be on top of him, having little choice but to get out as quickly as he could as well. Kyle was winded by Rory's weight.


  "You clumsy oaf!" Kyle said with a wince.


  Seconds later, after they had scrambled off each other, no longer a tangled mess of limbs, they both clambered out of their clothes to ensure there were no robotic insects hiding themselves under the cover of their cloth.


  When satisfied he was no longer covered in electric bugs, let alone being bitten by them, Rory looked over to Kyle to make sure he was all right. Straight away, the sight of the man as naked as the day he was born, took Rory's breath from him. The man was... for lack of a better word, stunning. In fact, Rory would go as far to say he looked better with no clothes on, a rare thing. Kyle sure did look after himself. He wasn't too lean or too fat, a body with perfect definition, the truth be told. Kyle didn't have too much hair on his body, but enough to set him apart from the smooth twinks Rory usually liked who most of the time could only grow bum fluff away from their pubic hair zone.


  Then there was Kyle's cock.


  Now that was something only a real man could be endowed with, long and thick and veiny, and with a foreskin that was begging to be nibbled on because it formed a perfect pucker-tipped end. Heck, Rory would sure like to see if the man's cock could gag him when it was fully erect and dripping with pre-cum. Even Kyle's balls were big and round and manly. Perfect to have banging on the chin while tonsil deep with cock and looking up into satisfied eyes.


  Rory mumbled something incomprehensible under his breath that could only have been interpreted as approval for what he saw. He tried to stay his stare, but found himself drawn even more to the sight of Kyle naked.


  "You like what you see, don't you, darling?" Kyle placed his hands onto his hips, an action which seemed to show off his beautiful body even more under the light of the alien sun.


  "I've seen better," Rory lied, but kept his gaze on Kyle's assets. He then rubbed a couple of spots where he'd been bitten, mostly on his stomach. A small welt had formed beside his navel where the bug must have got the most enthusiastic. He'd need some antiseptic cream on that soon, no doubt. Still, no time to worry about small wounds. The real issue right now was how to get out of this place. Then again, the other issue was what to do about a stunningly handsome naked man standing only a few feet away from him. Funny how things changed when Rory saw Kyle naked, a man he couldn’t stand the sight of only an hour ago.


  "I don't think you have."


  "What the fuck are you talking about, Kyle?"


  Kyle ran his gaze over Rory, a wicked smile forming on his lips. Seemed he liked what he saw as well. "As you can see, sweetheart, I'm not one of your cute little twinkie boys whose nuts haven't dropped yet. I'm all man, solid and real and ready for anything between the sheets you care to indulge in. Hell, sugar, I bet I could teach you a thing or two about what it's like to be loved. Not like those stage hands who only stick their arses in the air for you because they believe they might move up in the movie industry. When I fuck I do it because I want to, not because I need to."


  Rory licked his lips, again trying to force himself not to look, but failing miserably. Kyle did look fuckable right now. Very fucking fuckable. "Maybe... you're right," Rory stammered.


  "You know I'm right... handsome."


  Rory's stomach turned in delighted anticipation, especially when Kyle said 'handsome'. What's more, when Kyle's cock became more and more engorged with each passing second, it was almost too much to bear. The pre-cum sure did flow from him, as Rory suspected it would with such a magnificent example of manhood between his legs. Heck, even Kyle's foreskin retracted of its own accord, gliding smoothly to reveal his now glistening, ripe and ready head. His balls tightened as well. Fuck!


  "Maybe..." Rory shook his head. Perhaps it was the heat of this alien planet. Perhaps it was the bites from the stupid fucking robotic bugs. Whatever it was, he had never felt like ever wanting to be with Kyle in any way except in a professional working environment before. What the fuck had happened? Why now? Was the man right? Did Rory crave something more than sugar-coated twinks with no brains but cute foreskinned cocks and smooth bodies his tongue could roll over without effort? Or was it something deeper than that? Did Rory need a relationship? A relationship with someone who he knew would return the feelings as much as they were given. So far no twink had offered to remain after he had his ass stretched by Rory's cock and discovered the hard but firm reality he'd been used and would probably never amount to anything in the film industry for his troubles other than to remain a go-fetch boy.


  Kyle snorted. "Maybe? Maybe? Is that all you can say? Look at you. If your mouth can't articulate your feelings, your body certainly can. You've got a hard-on even a dozen twinks with butt-plug trained assholes couldn't handle... and I like that."


  Sure enough, Kyle was right. Rory had a throbbing stiffy only a real man could satisfy or know what to do with. His foreskin had also retracted, revealing a big, bulging head also glistening with the excitement of what was to follow. It was like a show down in an old western, except instead of comparing the size of their revolvers they were showing each other their fat cocks. "Then... then... why don't we... fuck?" he mumbled, unable to believe he would ever be in a situation like this, let alone with Kyle.


  "We?" Kyle stepped closer, taking Rory by his hands. His touch was electric and Rory couldn't help but feel more pangs of excitement course through him. In fact, Kyle came so close their cocks touched. Sure enough, within seconds their dicks had given each other a little pre-cum soaked kiss, their fluids a beautiful silken bridge of their touch between them.


  Rory swallowed hard. Right there and then a realisation struck him. What he needed, what he was missing all his life because he fucked pretty young men was the simple fact that he never got any love given back to him. He was the one who had always been the pitcher. The top. The one who did all the work. Now, with a man like Kyle, handsome in all his glory, he realised conquest sometimes wasn't the desired outcome of a sexual encounter. Sometimes it was far better to let go. To be the one who would have love thrust upon him before giving it in return. "Yes," he whispered. "I would like you to... fuck me."


  "I never thought I'd hear you say that."


  "I never thought I'd say it either. Not to you, anyway."


  They embraced tight.


  What's more, their embrace was soon followed by a deep, passionate kiss. A kiss where Rory didn't have to send in his tongue to choke to death the poor lad who tried to take him all without complaint for fear he'd blow his chance for stardom. For the first time in his life Rory didn't have to prove his manhood because such a thing wasn't expected right now. Right now it was about letting go, experiencing something wonderful with a man who could take control. A fantastic thing indeed.


  The dancing of their tongues was an erotic sensation, followed by numerous giddy spells and an even greater rush of emotion to harden his cock even more. Rory was practically gasping by the time Kyle parted their kiss. His intention all along, no doubt.


  "Fuck me!" Rory cried out, more as a term to express his enjoyment of what had transpired than an actual physical suggestion. His lips tingled, but nowhere near as much as his balls. He was ready for action, no matter how that came.


  "I plan to."


  Before Rory could clarify the meaning of his words, Kyle had pushed him with gentle encouragement so he had no choice but to lie over the nearest prop which was strewn over the alien desert landscape, a sort of gothic table complete with carved dragon legs and an iron candelabra. Seconds later, with Kyle's gentle but firm encouragement, with his touch all over every erotic part of his body, including the wonderful and sensitive spot between his arsehole and the back of his balls, Rory parted his legs as wide as they would go for his new lover.


  Rory moaned, throwing back his head and waiting with baited breath for the moment where he'd be pierced by one of the most beautiful cocks he'd ever seen on any man. If he was going to be fucked, he would want it in some strange yet satisfying twist of fate, for it to be Kyle who fucked him. In truth, Rory couldn't ever let one of his conquered twinks fuck him. They just didn't seem up to the job as far as he was concerned. Why ask a boy to do a man's job? If he was going to lose his virginity, then it would be to someone who could hold a conversation beyond a nervous giggle or a lust-filled look. It was going to be a man who did it to him, period. Kyle, right now, was that man.


  "Ready, darling?"


  "Fucking yes, I'm fucking ready!" Rory returned his gaze to Kyle. "Now get on with it, for fuck's sake before those dog aliens come back and we'll have no choice but to spray them with our cum to scare them off this time."


  "You produce that much?" Kyle asked, his cheekiness clear. He ran his hands all over Rory's cock, milking it as if to emphasis his words. Rory shuddered.


  "If you keep going like that I will," he replied with a groan.


  Kyle had positioned himself up on the table and between Rory's legs. His lover's cock was hard and huge, his head shining like a jewel in the sunlight as it wept more and more pre-cum. With a graceful movement, Kyle had picked up his jeans and retrieved a bottle of lubricant from the front pocket. A packet of condoms, as well. Not only was he a man with a monster cock Rory was now practically begging for, he was prepared, too. Talk about fantastic. No stage hand would ever think of lubricant or protection when they were more concerned for their potential future career. Perhaps Kyle was someone Rory needed.


  Within moments, Rory got his wish.


  At first the sensation of being fucked was unlike anything Rory had ever experienced or expected. A pain, intense and emanating from his arsehole, washed over him to consume his thoughts. His whole body tensed and he gritted his teeth.


  Then, when Kyle began to gain a rhythm, work his cock in deeper and deeper so Rory's prostate was stimulated with his movement, Rory somehow relaxed. The pain he experienced changed to one of both concentrated joy and relief, and before long, Kyle was on top of Rory, holding him tight and lavishing hot, sweet kisses all over his tingling, sex soaked skin.


  "Fuck!" Rory yelled, an echo his reply.


  He came. Great white ribbons of his jizz splashed all over his stomach, chest, neck and chin from his aching, throbbing cock while he was being fucked like the dirty piece of man meat he was. Kyle was right, he was a pig and he fucking loved it. Nothing compared to the orgasm he got from being filled by a man who could certainly fill him. Rory wanted to be fucked again... and now!


  Kyle soon yelled as well, but his words were something incomprehensible as he came close to climax after he had pounded the cum out of Rory's balls. He pulled out, and Rory missed him already, feeling empty. Kyle was covered in sweat, breathing deep and looking as sexy as fucking hell as he pulled off the condom and shuffled up the table to put his big, bulging cock right near Rory's face.


  Then, a split second later, Kyle blew his load. He covered Rory's face in his jizz, not seeming to care where the fluid went other than to make sure it spurted over his lips, up his nose and into his eyebrows and fringe. Rory loved it, and he began licking his lover's cum from around his mouth as soon as he could, using his fingers to get at the rest.


  His tongue was numbed by the salty tang of Kyle's ejaculate, and as he swallowed, he realised one thing. Kyle was right yet again. This was exactly what Rory was missing in his life, someone to take control and be a man for him... and to treat him like he was an object of desire like how he treated those stage hands not so long ago.


  Rory also came to the realisation right there and then that he wanted more attention from Kyle— no, needed more attention and he would beg for it if he had to. No twink would have ever done that to him, fuck him like the bitch he was then cover him in jizz for good measure. A twink wouldn't even think of such a thing for fear it would ruin his chances of being the next star of stage or screen or both. Not so with Kyle. Kyle gave Rory exactly what the both of them had desired, yet didn't know it until they got together and slapped skin.


  Rory couldn't help it, he got excited again. His slick with cum cock growing harder and harder the more he thought about Kyle fucking the living daylights out him then covering him in hot, sticky cum as a reward for opening his legs as wide as possible.


  "You liked that, didn't you, my darling pig boy?" Kyle asked with a gasp. Beads of sweat dripped from his brow, and while squeezing his cock to drain every last drop of his love juice for his freshly fucked cum pig, he smiled benevolently. Shivers of delight coursed through Rory. Kyle sure was someone he would have never thought in a million years would ever satisfy him, but he did. The man was amazing.


  "Yes, I fucking well did and you know it." Rory kissed Kyle's cock head, and then opened his mouth wider to accept more of his lover's ejaculate that seemed to keep dribbling from his piss slit no matter how much he squeezed his dick. Rory was again awash with the magnificent tang of cum from the man who had changed his life forever. "You keep treating me like that and I'll lap up anything you care to give me from now on, you sexy fucking bastard.


  "You're the bastard," Kyle said with a laugh.


  "Well then, for calling you names you're going to have to do something naughty to me. Can't let a bad boy be bad without some form of punishment, can you?"


  Kyle's eyes lit up. "You aren't a cum pig at all, you're a damn, dirty submissive who needs to be taught some respect. No wonder you fucked twinks— you want to be just like them, don't you? Trouble was, until now you couldn't find anyone to treat you like you treated them. My God, man, I think I fucking love you."


  Rory's stomach tingled with delight once more. Those words seemed to send him into an even deeper frenzy, his cock as hard as a rock again, balls tight and aching. All he needed now was to be manhandled again; Kyle's cum all over his heated skin his prize. "Oh, yes, you got that right... my master."


  Kyle began to rub his now hardening cock over Rory's cheek, using his foreskin to lubricate his actions. "How about I turkey slap you right now so I can start your punishment, slave boy? Then I might fuck you some more before showering you in my jizz. How do you like the sound of that?"


  Before Rory could suggest they go at it like animals in heat again, this time in the doggy style position so he could masturbate himself while being stuffed with arse splitting cock, a metallic and disturbing thwack could be heard. Not once, but many times.


  The table was soon covered in robotic bugs.


  Rory and Kyle jumped off the table together. Within seconds, the bugs were everywhere. A sure fire way to deflate any erection, whether it was inspired by the thought of punishment or the promise of tasting cum. This time, Rory grabbed Kyle's hand and together they ran back over to the space warrior suit.


  "Oh no, I'm not getting in that thing with you if you're going to break wind as soon as you move to do something," Kyle said.


  "Relax. My arse has been so well fucked, you won't need to worry about that. I think you pushed anything I had back up in to my damn fucking stomach."


  "Good. But that might make it worse."


  "What do you mean?" Rory opened the back door of the suit, clambering in. He was careful not to catch his genitals on anything, especially not his balls.


  "I mean, because you've been so well fucked, as you say, your hole will be nice and loose and I won't get the sound warning you've broken wind. I'll just cop the damn fucking smell from a silent but violent one."


  Rory chuckled. "Never thought of that."


  On the horizon, the four dog-faced aliens came charging across the desert sands. Rory flicked switches and pulled levers, bringing the suit online. Kyle was in position, the closeness of him apparent. That wasn't a broom stick in the small of Rory's back, that's for sure. "I could plug the hole while we're in here together, I suppose... just to make certain."


  Rory couldn't believe his ears. "You want to fuck me now?"


  Kyle laughed this time. "A good slave boy never questions his master."


  Rory felt pangs of excitement well up inside him again, even though on the view screen four angry aliens were heading toward them, weapons at the ready. "I think I fucking love you, too, you freakish fucking bastard of a man."


  "I take it that's a yes then."


  "Damn fucking straight it's a yes. If anything's going to inspire me to do my best to get us out of here than your huge fucking cock up my arse, nothing will."


  Rory felt Kyle's hands part his buttocks. Then fingers rub his arsehole in gentle circles and teasing penetrations to prepare him for what was to follow. After a moment of manoeuvring into position, and with Rory arching his back as best he could so Kyle could get at his arse easier, that familiar and welcome and needed pain shot through him once more, making him gasp.


  Kyle had done it.


  How, Rory couldn't even hazard a guess, but there it was. He was being fucked while inside a two man space warrior suit prop waiting for alien dog men to attack while standing in an alien desert filled with movie junk. Rory didn't even think stuff like that happened in books.


  Kyle began to move to a time he found the most effective, grabbing Rory tight, pulling his hips to bring him closer so his cock could go in deeper. Rory was enjoying every second of what Kyle was doing to him, and his cock got hard again, pre-cum dribbling onto a control panel.


  Sure, conditions were cramped, but as soon as Kyle got inside Rory good and proper, there seemed to be so much more room inside the suit than before. Why hadn't Rory thought of such a thing before? Having the occupants fuck sure would have saved a lot of soreness after a long day shooting. Then again, what man could keep his cock hard and inserted into another's arse for hours and hours on end?


  "Now go give those aliens hell, sweetheart," Kyle said, his hot, moist breath at the back of Rory's neck, spurring him on even more.


  Rory couldn't speak. Then again, having a ten inch foreskinned monster up his arse stopping any farts from escaping his bowels probably had something to do with that fact. All he could concentrate on was the task at hand, trying his best not to get too distracted by the delicious grunting and groaning going on behind him. His eyes watered and his hands trembled at the controls.


  Kyle held him tight.


  His man seemed to give him a strength he never knew he had, and by the time the aliens were upon them, Rory had brought the sling shot mechanism online. An amazing feat really considering his erection was touching those particular controls and they were now a mess of slippery with pre-cum keys and switches. Still, Rory has also managed to move the suit over to face their enemy.


  Everything seemed to happen at once.


  He fired the sling shot, disabling two of the alien dog men. They hit the sand, never to move again, mainly because the grappling hooks at the ends of the ropes pierced their chests to stop them dead in their tracks. Lucky shot, Rory guessed. Perhaps having a cock up him gave him that luck. Who knew? Then again, perhaps Kyle was all Rory ever needed to help change his life for the better.


  The other two aliens split up, coming at them from different directions. Rory saw the tactic and raised the leg of the suit to try and crush the nearest one. What's more, Kyle was approaching climax. His breathing was laboured and he was yelping with sexual delight right into Rory's ear. The fear right now was that Kyle would cum, and as a result, pull out, making conditions in the suit unbearable again as they tried to take up the space of two men instead of two men trying to be one. In effect, Kyle's actions were the fuel Rory needed right now to do his job.


  "Almost there," Rory said. "Just don't fucking cum until I've dealt with the last two, you hear me?"


  Kyle didn't reply. He pulled Rory in even closer, pressing his hips so hard against Rory's buttocks, getting his cock in as far as it would go, that Rory let out a groan of both approval and pain.


  Rory had cum a few moments ago, relishing he had done so, but also in his haste, covering the sling shot controls in his sticky jizz. Thankfully, the mechanism was a once only use and he'd already used it. Rory imagined controls and ejaculate weren't a good combination. Not once had he gone to a hardware store and seen canned cum as a lubricant for mechanical objects.


  He'd bet the controls were now seized.


  Still, he had to push on. One of the aliens had been crushed under the suit's heavy foot. The other, however, was climbing up it. What's more, the dog alien was heading for the back door lever control. If it could open that it'd be able to get a hold of them both while they fucked to save space so they could operate the suit properly... and to prevent noxious gases from escaping Rory because he was cramped, of course.


  Rory swivelled the suit's arms into action to try and pry the alien from off it. In that instant, Kyle let out a cry of ecstasy again. Rory knew that scream. The man was blowing his load. There was even some ear nibbling thrown in for good measure to leave no doubt in Rory's mind about Kyle's state of affairs.


  "Oh God!" Rory yelled as he tried with desperation to keep Kyle inside him— even though the man was coming— and pull the alien dog being off the space warrior suit at the same time to crush it once and for all. Whoever said men couldn't multi-task had never had the inspiration of a huge fucking cock up them while they worked to save their arses from becoming alien dog chow on a strange planet.


  Thankfully, all the elements of their ordeal came together. Rory pulled off the dog being just in time, managing to work the controls that enabled him to throw the being beyond the horizon.


  Kyle had pulled out.


  Once more, the space they occupied became cramped and Rory appreciated the fact he no longer had an erection. To have his dick crushed against all sorts of metallic switches and buttons right now wouldn't have been a victory in his mind even though he did get rid of the ugly dog-faced aliens.


  Also, in that instant, the back door was flung open. Kyle fell out, and like before, Rory came to be on top of him. They were both covered in sweat, exhausted and panting from their ordeal.


  Rory came to embrace his lover. "Well, that was a little different."


  Kyle smiled. He kissed Rory. "I think different is what we are, aren't we?"


  He was about to add more lavishing kisses and words of wisdom about how they were the perfect couple and never before in human history had sex been used as the fuel for anyone to fight off aliens of any description, when the warrior suit wobbled. Rory looked up, but all too late.


  The suit fell.


  Rory copped the full brunt of the suit, blacking out from the hit within a heartbeat. When he woke, the cute twink stage hand was standing before him, cock erect and glistening with pre-cum and the anticipation of moving on up in the movie industry.


  "Well, Mister Rory, sir, are you going to give me a good time or not before you're needed back on the set? I've got a nice big erection for you. See?"


  Rory shook his head. It hurt. The space helmet prop— one that was a smaller replica to the one on the warrior's suit back on the strange planet— was at his feet. He had been hit, but by the look of things, hadn't been knocked out cold and sent to another world with Kyle. He had been here in the make-up trailer all along. No... that couldn't be right. Could it?


  "What?" Rory replied. He looked up at the twink. He was cute, but for the first time in his life, he realised cute didn't cut it anymore. Rory needed a man. A man who could fuck the living daylights out of him while aliens invaded even if he was cramped in a suit designed for pigmies. A man who would blow his load all over Rory's face without apology. A man who was... real.


  Pavlos's eyebrows knitted. "What do you mean what? I'm naked for you. What other explanation do you need?"


  Rory looked the twink up and down. As he studied him, the realisation struck him even more. Rory needed Kyle. "Get lost, kid. Save your virginity for someone who's going to appreciate you."


  There was an awkward moment of silence.


  Then, thankfully, Pavlos pulled his pants back up, making sure his now semi-erect cock didn't get caught in his zipper when he dressed himself proper. Sure, the lad would need to wank to relieve some of the pressure, but still, he had been spared being used.


  Pavlos left.


  If the silence before was unbearable, now it was positively poisonous. Had Rory done the right thing? Of course he had. The only trouble was, the only thing that nagged at his thoughts was the simple fact, was what he just experienced shared by Kyle as well? If not, would Kyle accept him?


  Before he could contemplate matters any further, Rory heard footsteps behind him. He turned, only to look straight into the deep brown and beautiful eyes of Kyle. Within a missing beat of his heart and a stolen breath, Rory opened his arms to embrace his man.


  Kyle embraced him back.


  For the longest time, they held each other, no words needed to be spoken between them. Rory knew, without doubt, the strange journey to the other planet was real. Thank fuck for that. He would have a hard time trying to come to terms with being fucking inside a movie prop on an alien desert strewn with movie flotsam if it hadn't been real. And sending a potential twink fuck away without so much as a thank you.


  When parted, Kyle said, "Rory, darling, I think I'd better help you oil up those pecs of yours. I don't think it's a job any old man can do for you. Am I right?"


  Rory smiled, taking Kyle by his hand. "I think you might be right there. I need a real man to do it for me."


  "Good. Now... get those uncomfortable looking jeans off as well. I want to fuck your arse until you beg me to stop and you're in so much ecstasy you see dog aliens again."


  Rory didn't hesitate. He unzipped. His cock was hard, springing to attention when released from his underwear. "What about the mayonnaise and mustard for the space worm? Won't it go off if we're too long in here, ruining all the time you spent getting it ready for the next shot?"


  Kyle pushed Rory toward the nearest chair, spreading his legs. "Sweetheart, there's one thing you've got to learn. If you're involved with the director, everyone and everything else can wait."


  "Yes, sir."


  "That's the spirit, my handsome. Now, let me suck that big, beautiful cock of yours so I can get on with what you really want. After all, you want to taste my jizz as your reward once I've pounded you good and hard, don't you?"


  He closed his eyes when Kyle brought his lips to Rory's cock to kiss it. Seconds later, Rory was indeed in heaven when his man began to suck on him proper, sending shivers of delight through him. But Rory didn't need to dream. He had his heaven right here on earth and it all started on an alien planet filled with robotic bugs and dog-faced aliens. Funny how life could be changed because of one happy accident like a space helmet prop landing on his head while an adorable twink was airing his cock waiting for it to be sucked.


  Funny indeed.


  THE END


  I am Mark Alders, writer, intactivist, chocolate lover. All you need to know about me and more is right here.


  ****


  MEET ME AT MIDNIGHT


  by Embry Carlysle


  [image: Photo Inspiration-Vol 1_6 .jpg]


  [image: ]


  [image: Story Prompt-Vol 1_6 .jpg]


  In the world of humans, with its rules and prejudices it was impossible for them to be with each other. Only in their lion forms, when no one knew them, could they be together. And so, every night, as the sun began to set, they met silently in their secret spot. The lie together, side-by-side, hearts beating together in sync with each other until the dawn appeared and they had to part once again.
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  MEET ME AT MIDNIGHT


  by Embry Carlysle


  CHAPTER 1


  Nicolai


  Some days I feel like it is not worth the time or effort to bother getting out of bed, and even less necessary to make the bed, because all I want to do is crawl back in. Today was one of those days. From the time I woke up until just about ten minutes ago, it has been one disaster after another. As I watch the sun begin to make its descent over the horizon I wonder again what I did so wrong to deserve the fate that is thrust upon me. I am sitting by my favorite lake, watching the purple and pink of the sun's last rays reflecting off the crystal clear water, pondering this very subject as I wait for my lover to appear. This place is ours– where we come to be alone, where I always feel at peace, that is, until today.


  My name is Nicolai Enescu and I am twenty-one years old, or will be at one minute past midnight. It is a birthday I have so looked forward to, but as the time draws nearer now I only dread it. My stomach is in knots and my head feels on the verge of exploding. The news I have to share with my lover is not good; but I am not going to be a coward any longer. I have known since my childhood this day would come eventually. I had only hoped it would not have come so soon, I feel I am much too young for the daunting task that awaits me.


  I am hoping Thomas, the man I wait for, will know how to help me. That is, if he will still be speaking to me after I tell him the news.


  My heart begins beating so fast in my chest as I see him across the meadow walking towards me. His strong muscular body and six and a half foot height never fail to take my breath away. He makes me feel so protected when I am in his arms. At five foot eleven, one hundred and sixty pounds, I am hardly a small man, but compared to him I feel slight and it is not an unwelcome feeling at all. In fact, I love that he makes me feel this way.


  Thomas Bauer is an absolutely gorgeous man who quite literally took my breath away the first time I saw him. I never understood how the women of our group, when they read novels with romance in them, could think someone could steal their very breath until I experienced it myself. It is still amazing to me how quickly he became a part of our world, as if he had known us all forever, and even stranger was how all the men in our camp look up to him; as if he had put a spell on them all. I sometimes wonder if he did. It makes me proud to see the way they all ask for his advice even though he has only been with us for less than a year. Even the Queen seems enamored of him.


  I cannot stop the smile that stretches across my face when he finally is within my reach. I quickly stand, letting him take me into his strong arms and for a few moments I can pretend that all will be okay with us, even though I know it will not. My thoughts scatter as we remain in this embrace.


  It is the year 1900 and I am a Romanian Gypsy. My clan and I came to the United States shortly after my birth. We had been looking for a new country to live in where we would feel safe. My father often told me the stories of how we were ridiculed by the townspeople, treated like less than the curs on the street, even though they came to our shows, bought our wares, and waited in lines to have their fortunes told. A lot of the townsmen even slept with our women making them promises of a future only to treat them later as whores. My father told me that he had a friend who had moved to the U.S. and wrote of the great wealth and opportunities there. So we packed up our things, took the first ship out and never looked back.


  When we arrived in the States my father and his family met up with another troop of gypsies and we joined with them. Upstate New York was where we met Queen Elena Milosevchi so it is here where we stay during the spring and summer months. During the harsh winter months we travel to the southern states; South Carolina and Georgia. That is where we found Thomas or should I say; Thomas found us. He stumbled upon our caravan one night, right after our last performance, looking for a job and never left.


  We are circus performers, magicians, jewelry makers, animal trainers and fortune-tellers; only the good people who come to our shows do not know of the secrets that we carry. As gypsies we have made our living through our magic and animal shows. Where else can someone see jaguars, lions and Siberian tigers living under one roof in perfect harmony? Of course the foolish humans have no idea that the animals are actually us in our animal forms. It is better that they don't.


  I come from a long line of gypsy lion shifters, the last of our prides from the old country. Thomas is a lion as well. Queen Elena is a jaguar, and in her effort to be the alpha of all the prides, she wants us to combine our races. That is where I come in and the news that I now have to bestow upon my lover. I have never thought Elena to be entirely sane; I am not even sure why we call her Queen other than she said she comes from royalty. But she is a very powerful sorceress, and to go against her will could mean death. We have lost a few foolish pride members over the years for their insubordination.


  I realize I have been mentally somewhere else, and I must not dwell on such things, taking away my attention from him, when he breaks the embrace first.


  "My soon-to-be birthday boy, I thought I would never see you today– all I can think about is midnight and what I have planned for you."


  His face breaks out into a cheeky grin as he wiggles his eyebrows at me, turning my insides to mush. He then grabs me and I find myself in his arms again.


  He begins kissing up my neck and across my lips, I groan allowing his tongue entrance. He is the only man I have ever been with. From the moment we laid eyes on each other, I knew that those feelings I have been hiding in my heart for so long were true. I am attracted to men, they make me feel things no woman ever has, and though I am still young and relatively inexperienced I know after this time spent with Thomas those feelings will never change.


  Our kiss becomes more aggressive; I give him what he and I both desperately need, to touch freely of each other's bodies, hidden out here from the others by what we have come to call "our" lake. He removes my suspenders, blue pin striped shirt and undershirt, then he runs his hands across my chest causing me to shudder. I know that I will totally submit to him because I trust him completely. The need to have him inside me is evident in the rushed way I fumble with his suspenders, then his shirt, and I know he wants me as desperately as we both go for each other's pants, never breaking the kiss.


  At last we are naked, and I stop long enough to appreciate the beauty of this man. He wears his hair in the old style, long to his shoulders, its thickness and blond color so like the mane of his lion. My fingers cannot resist twining through it as he takes me again in an all-consuming kiss. He pushes me gently onto the blanket I have laid down for us, crawling seductively over the top of my body, just like the predatory lion he is. He whispers words of encouragement and love as he surrounds me with his strength. He also begins laughing, which shocks me.


  "Were you planning on this happening?" he teases.


  He points to the bottle of oil sitting next to the blanket and smiles. I can feel the heat rise in my cheeks. I had planned to seduce him before I told him my news. If it is to be my last time with him I want it to be memorable and special.


  "Gods, you make me happy," he says before he leans forward to kiss me again. It is amazing to me how I have come to crave this man like oxygen. His kisses, his touch, the way he holds me in his strong hand and brings me to release before he ever takes care of himself.


  CHAPTER 2


  Thomas


  I sensed something was wrong with Nico the moment I approached him here by the lake. 'Our lake' as we like to call it. The only place we have found where we can be together like this and no one can see us. In the nine months since I have been a part of his pride, I have never known such joy and yet such sorrow at the same time. We are not like the others, he and I. We do not feel what they consider to be "normal", even though it is "normal" to us. I have never been attracted to a female, not even when I was a young teenager just learning about my body. It was always males who caught my eye. And though I knew it was dangerous to feel such things, I could no more be attracted to women than I could draw my last breath.


  When I found Nico and his pride on their trip down to Georgia, I had been alone, wandering the back roads and small towns looking for employment. My father and I had been the only ones left of our pride back in Germany, so we took off for America in search for a better life. We had heard rumors of others like us over here and had hoped we would have been welcomed. Unfortunately, my father succumbed to an illness on the ship, leaving me all alone in the world. I miss him every day, but I am a survivor and in the three years since he died I have managed on my own. I am true to my gypsy nature, never needing anyone; well, until I met Nico.


  He is everything good in the world, kind and gentle yet strong in that quiet way of his. He looks at me with such love in his eyes, something I never knew I needed. It has not always been easy living this way; the world is a very unaccepting and cruel place; even here among our own kind we are not accepted. It is why we must hide who we are, who we love, from the others. Not to mention it is illegal to be a homosexual, so we live in constant fear of detection. Sometimes I wonder if the risk is worth it, then I look into his eyes as I move within his body and I know that it is. I am consumed by the fire that grows between us; my animal ever close to the edge of my mind, wanting to run free with him.


  He breaks into my thoughts with the words I crave but for some reason tonight, I am not sure I want to hear them and that bothers me.


  "I love you Thomas, I have never said that to another and I never will."


  The finality of that statement cuts deep into my heart, as if this is to be our last time together.


  "What is going on Nico? I can see that you are upset about something. As much as I have adored making to love to you, we usually spend time talking first– not that I am complaining," I hasten to add because I do not wish to hurt his feelings.


  He hesitates, then starts to dress, but I am quick to grab his arm stopping him. I know now that he is keeping something important from me and I will not allow that to continue.


  "Talk to me Nicolai, we have no secrets you and I, right?" The look he gives me would bring me to my knees had I not already been sitting on the ground. I can see the torment behind his beautiful brown eyes. The pain reflected there unsettles me.


  "What is it? You are worrying me, pet, have I done something to upset you, did I hurt you in anyway?" I know sometimes I can get carried away with him and the thought that I could cause him pain makes me sick.


  He spins his head and tackles me onto my back. He crawls on top of me and grabs my face in his hands.


  "You could never hurt me. Do you hear me? Never! You are everything to me!"


  I cannot help myself, I must kiss away the pain in his eyes and yet I know when he is ready to tell me what is going on, it will be my eyes that show sorrow.


  CHAPTER 3


  Nicolai


  Oh Gods, how can I do this to him, to tear apart this man's world? He is kissing me again and I have no strength to stop where he is concerned. I return the kiss with a fevered need, knowing in my mind I must stop him, but not having any willpower. Then he makes the decision for me by gently lifting me off of him and laying me to his side. I try to pull him back for more, yet he holds me back and I know now is the time for the truth to come out. A part of me wants to shift, to just run away and then it occurs to me, he could do the same so then no one can stop us from being together. He shakes his head as if he read my thoughts.


  "Whatever it is, we will get through this together. Do you understand, Nico? Together."


  Oh how I want to believe that. I close my eyes for a moment to gather my thoughts. Almost immediately I hear the shouts; someone is coming and we are both naked. Oh dear gods, this cannot be happening! I know those voices. It is Queen Elena and her body guard Sergei. That man is a monster without a conscience. I sit up quickly, the two of us frantically throwing our clothes on despite it being far too late. I can see them at the lake's edge; Elena, Sergei and my father.


  Everything happens so quickly, there is cussing, shouting. Thomas is trying to protect me by putting me behind his back but is not fast enough. Sergei has something in his hands. He is throwing it on us. My eyes are stinging with what feels like fire; I am unable to see anymore. I am so scared. Dear gods, what is happening? I try to wipe my eyes but they are burning, with tears streaming down my face; I can no longer feel Thomas near me. I reach out blindly, searching. Then my father is in front of me yelling at me to stop. He is grabbing me roughly, yanking me by the arm. I stumble and nearly fall several times.


  I am so afraid; not for myself– for Thomas. Thomas has no one to protect him.


  "Father, please! Stop! I cannot see!" I shout, but he does not listen; he just keeps dragging me with him. Suddenly, I find myself back in our vardo, the wagon used for our living quarters. My eyes are still burning but at least I can make out my father's face now. He is not happy; which I expected. I know what my destiny is, what it has always been; the deal my father made with Elena twenty years ago.


  "Your behavior appalls and sickens me Nicolai, it is not natural what you and Thomas have been doing. Do not try to deny it. Sergei saw what you were doing before he came back and told us."


  I could not believe what he just said, I am enraged beyond words.


  "He did what? He had no right to spy on us!" I spit out through clenched teeth.


  I want to say more but my father cuts me off just by raising his hand to me. It is never wise to speak against my alpha. He grows quiet for a long time. I know he is contemplating my fate so I wait, my eyes drifting over the contents of our wagon. All of the furniture and tapestries are in gold, silver, dark browns and orange. Nothing is red because that is the color of blood– a color considered a curse to the Romany people. I like red; it makes me think of love. This is the nicest vardo we have ever lived in, although I know the reason we are here is because of the deal my father made with Elena all those years ago. My future for his, but I really cannot blame him for his choices. When we came to this country I was but three months old, and I am pretty sure the only reason I survived without a mother is because I am a Lion shifter. One of the women from our pride was my wet nurse since my mother had died in childbirth. I know when my father looks at me, he sees her in my face; my dark blond hair, large brown eyes and fair skin. I have been told by many that I am pretty for a man, which makes me feel uncomfortable because women are pretty, men should be handsome and why I am thinking of this now is beyond me, although in times of duress, pointless drivel has a tendency to creep into my mind.


  "We must wait to hear word of Elena's decision, before punishment can be handed down." I look at my father. His personal use of the Queen's name makes me wonder if they are, perhaps, more than friends. It sickens me to think he has stooped to this in order to have a higher place among our people. It is bad enough that she wishes me to marry her daughter and mix the breeds.


  He looks at me in disgust, then telling me to stay put, walks out the door. I can hear him locking it from the other side so I rush to check out all the windows to see if any are unlocked, even though I know that is a fruitless endeavor. My father may be making foolish choices regarding the queen, but I know he would not where I am concerned. So I sit back down on the chair to await my fate, letting my thoughts drift back to Thomas. I know to the depths of my soul that he is suffering, and that it is entirely my fault.


  "Why could I not just have left him alone?" I whisper into the quiet wagon, praying that he does not feel much pain, unable to help myself as my tears fall.


  CHAPTER 4


  Thomas


  Something is not right. I cannot see nor hear a thing and my head feels like it weighs a thousand pounds. I cannot tell if I am alive or dead, as I am unable to move any of my body. I am terrified, but not for me, for Nico. How much is he suffering now? I have not known these people my whole life like he has, and I fear they will take swift action where he is concerned. I remember seeing the look of disgust on his father's face right before that neanderthal Sergei threw something into my eyes. Everything happened so quickly after that. Before I could do anything, I felt the noose around my neck cutting off my yells and air supply. Then my head felt like it was splitting open while everything went dark, just like it is now. It is as if I am in a cave with no light of any kind.


  My sense of smell seems to be working though. There is hay and horses, as well as leather and sawdust, the pungent smell of manure and also of Sergei. I would know that stench from anywhere even though at the moment it is distant. Suddenly it becomes very clear to me why my sense of smell is so strong.


  I am in my lion form, that bastard Sergei has forced my shift! No doubt the rope was laced with silver and wolf's bane; not enough to kill but just enough to cause the transformation. If I lay still and concentrate, I should be able to shift back, and then I will kill the son of a bitch with my bare hands.


  "There is no sense in wearing yourself out trying to shift, pansy boy. I am afraid it will do you no good. Queen Elena in all her infinite wisdom has cursed a collar just for you. Hope you like staying in your lion for the rest of your days."


  His maniacal laugh makes me shudder with repulsion; it is not the sound of a sane person. But at least my sense of hearing has returned. If only I could shout at him, it might give me some comfort but I am unable to in this form. So I will wait. He will have to let me out sooner or later and when he does, he is a dead man.


  I now fear for Nico more than ever. My gentle man surely will not be able to maintain a life living solely as the lion.


  Romany shifters are more human than animal; we can only survive for so long as our other side before we succumb to the illness of animals. Knowing my hands are tied, metaphorically speaking, I close my eyes to rest for a while.


  I know time has passed since Sergei was here last. My sight has returned so I can make out the darkness outside. Since the animals are all in their pens, the last performance has long been over; which means I must have fallen asleep at some point. To stretch my weary muscles, I move to stand up, but I find I am shackled to the floor with chains from every one of my paws. Sighing in resignation, I throw my head down upon the ground. I pray this ends quickly and that is when I sense him.


  Nicolai.


  He is nearby. My heart begins to race; dare I hope they let him go? I cannot see him yet, but I know he is getting closer and he is in his human form, thank the gods!


  I can sense no one else is here in the barn. I think Nico must have escaped and my fear for him is tenfold. I want to scream at him to go back because I know Sergei will return soon, but I cannot and it frustrates me. I dare not growl, for fear I will be heard by someone who could be walking by outside, so I just lay quietly where I am.


  Suddenly I can feel his hands upon my neck. He has reached for me from between the bars of my prison.


  "I am so sorry my love, had I been honest with you none of this would have happened." He whispers to me as if he thinks I am sleeping.


  I want to tell him that it is not his fault but once again I am unable. His hands stroking in my fur soothe me like a balm to my soul. He suddenly stops so I turn around to let him know I am awake. It surprises him at first then his face becomes stern, his eyebrows set in a frown, his teeth biting on the bottom of his lip like he has something to tell me. Yet before he can speak, I sense Sergei and I know Nico must leave quickly. I growl low in my throat twisting my head back to look towards the door, but he just stands there. Now I am really worried. If he does not leave now there is no telling what will happen to him. So again I growl and knock my head against the bars which startles him. Then I hear Sergei laughing, for once I am thankful he is such a dunce because Nico hears him now too. He looks at me and whispers, "I will be back, I will find a way to set you free, I promise."


  Then he is gone the way he came and my heart bleeds for the loss because I know to the depths of my soul, he will not be able to return.


  CHAPTER 5


  Nicolai


  Knowing Sergei is on his way in, I rapidly leave the barn. I am grateful that Thomas warned me he was near. If Sergei catches me again, I fear the next time he will do more to me or to Thomas. I begin to run because I am to meet up with my father and do not want to be late. I am not really watching where I am going and I run right into Sergei who seemed to appear out of thin air. He shoves me to the ground then plants his heavy boot on my chest, the toe near my throat cutting off my air supply. I lift my arms to his boots, but he is too strong for me to shove them off.


  "Just where do you think you're running to, sissy? Surely not to see your homosexual lover, Thomas?" He spits on the ground after he says that like it was poison in his mouth.


  He puts his hand under his chin like he is thinking, while placing more pressure on my chest with his boot.


  "No, wait, I forgot." He pauses then continues, "Something terrible has happened to Thomas."


  I shake my head, wanting to tell him I don't know what he's talking about, but he has cut off my vocal cords with the toe of his boot.


  "Oh come now, don't act surprised, you know he is in his lion form because you just went to pay him a visit, even though Queen Elena and your father told you not to. Isn't that right?"


  Again he pushes on his foot and I begin to see black spots dancing in my vision. My hands try once more to shove his boot off my chest, yet meet with even less success as I am growing weaker from lack of oxygen.


  "What to do? What to do?" he says as if he has all the time in the world and I pray for death to come quickly.


  But it is not to be, as he reaches down and grabs me up by my sore neck, dragging me after him. I have no idea what he has planned for me but I once again pray for it to be quick.


  I struggle against his hold, looking about for a way to break free, but the man is a massive wall of stone and it seems to excite him the more I struggle. It is odd to me that no one from our camp is around. Normally someone would be milling around in the back, tending to the animals or livestock– or just talking. But it is eerily quiet tonight. Then I can no longer think as blackness descends.


  I do not know how many hours I have been out, as I wake up in my own bed. The candles on the tables tell me it is still nighttime. I look around but no one is here. I am so grateful. Then I see her– the queen's daughter and my best friend, Anca. She is carrying a bowl and towel with her. Watching her walk across my small bedroom floor, my face begins to burn. Licking my lips, I taste the bitter flavor of copper and I realize I am bleeding. I try to sit up, to no avail because it feels like someone or something is sitting on my chest. My throat burns as I swallow; my head feels like it is stuffed with cotton. Bits and pieces of what happened niggle at my brain yet I am too tired to try to remember. Every inch of my body feels like it is on fire.


  "Do not try to move Nico, you are badly injured. How you survived the attack was a miracle!" Anca says as she sits next to me and wipes my brow with the cool, wet towel. I do not understand what she means, though when I try to speak, only a garbled sound comes out. I must be more hurt than I realized.


  "Do you remember what happened to you? Wait, do not try to answer that."


  She begins to wipe off my lip so I grab her hand to stop her. My voice might be temporarily gone but I have to find out what was going on, so using my hands I act out writing and hope she can understand me. My heart nearly stops when I see my hands.


  They are so bruised I cannot see the white of my skin. Deep gouges are also cut into my arms like that of animal attack. Oh my gods! I have been attacked haven't I?


  Her eyes begin to fill with tears telling me all I needed to know. Sergei had to have attacked me in his lion form. But why? I posed no threat to him. Except that is not exactly true. I do pose a major threat to him. He wants to be Alpha and I stand in the way of that happening. He wants Anca all for himself, even though she abhors him. Was this why he attacked me? I needed answers and Anca could give them to me, I was sure of it. Damn my voice for not working. I look at her again pleading with my eyes for her to tell me the truth. She stands up wringing her hands in nervousness. I wish I could tell her it is okay, that I know Sergei attacked me, but she will not look at me.


  "Oh gods, Nicolai! I am so sorry, no one expected him to do this. He seemed like such a gentle man."


  Wait, what? Sergei? A gentle man? Is she insane? She of all people knows what lengths he would go to, to have what he wants. Gods, I wish I could talk. She turns back to me with tears streaming down her face.


  "I am so sorry, Nico. I know how much you love Thomas; I just do not understand why he would do this to you. It makes no sense."


  Thomas? Why would she say Thomas? Surely she meant to say Sergei. He was the one who did this to me. What on earth is she talking about? It suddenly becomes clear to me. Oh! My gods, she thinks it was Thomas. I begin screaming no but nothing comes out of my mouth other than a lot of squeaks. I am so frustrated! I need to make her see that Thomas had nothing to do with this but she just keeps talking.


  "Oh Nico, please you must calm down, this is not good for your injuries."


  Forget my injuries, I want to say, though I know it will not do any good. Again, I try to make my hands act out writing for her, hoping she will understand and get me some paper and a pen, but she has her back to me now. Then I hear my father and her mother enter the room.


  She walks over to greet them, and they are speaking in hushed tones to her. I watch as Elena walks to the bed, she is carrying a small vial filled with a green liquid. She sits down next to me and takes my hand.


  "You poor, poor dear child; the things you have been through lately just make me sick. You should have told us what that man was doing to you, we would have taken care of it sooner. But worry not, your father and I will make sure he never comes near you again. I promise you that."


  Leaning over, she opens my mouth with a strength I did not know she had. I try to stop her with my hands when I realize they will not move. She must have tied them down while she was talking to me. I begin screaming again as she pours the green liquid down my throat, her long nails dig into my jaw as she holds it open. The pain is unbearable though no one tries to stop her. Out of the corner of my eye I can see my father standing with his head bowed. He has to know what she is doing but does nothing to stop it.


  "There, there now, you need to rest, let your wounds heal. You will feel so much better when you wake up, knowing your problem has been taken care of." She leans into my ear and whispers, "You will marry my daughter. You will give me a grandchild. You will never lay with another man again, or your father and you will both die." Her words send a chill down my spine; and the truth settles into my bones like a virus.


  Dear gods no! They plan on killing Thomas yet I am powerless to stop it! I struggle against the ties on my hands but it is of no use, the elixir she gave me is starting to work. Everything is weaving in it and out of my vision, my body feels numb. I can hear Anca screaming at her mother to stop but then even that becomes a distant sound. My last thoughts are of Thomas as my body and mind finally succumb to the drug.


  CHAPTER 6


  Thomas


  I have not seen Nico for many days. Everything is cloudy in my mind. I know that I have been drugged and abused as I can see the blood on my paws and legs. I know with a certainty that Sergei did something to Nico. Nico's continuing absence only proves that more. I will kill Sergei as soon as I figure out how to get out of here. I have heard many of the men and some of the women whispering about Nico being attacked, and I am frightened for him. I feel so completely powerless. Without the use of my voice I cannot ask about him, not that I think anyone would tell me. I see the disgust in their eyes when they look at me. But I really don't give a damn. I just want to get to Nico.


  Someone is coming I can hear their steps and smell their perfume, Elena perhaps? No, not Elena, it is Anca. She must have news of Nico. My heart is pounding so fast I fear it might explode. All I can think is, please dear gods, do not take my Nicolai from me.


  As she draws closer I can smell the fear on her, confusing me. She has no reason to fear me. We have been friends since I became a part of the pride.


  "I don't know why I'm here, Thomas, you can't even answer me." She says barely above a whisper.


  I stay in the corner of my cage, not wanting to scare her, but I'm dying to know what she is talking about. I decide to crawl on my belly towards her, showing her I am non-threatening, and more importantly, that I am listening. It works because she moves a little closer, then she looks around as if she expects someone else to be here. I wish I could tell her that Sergei is gone so she has nothing to fear.


  "I do not understand why you did it Thomas. He loves you. He would do anything for you, even if it would cause him great harm."


  What is she talking about? What did I do? Gods, this is so frustrating not being able to speak to her.


  "Why would you hurt him like that? He cannot even speak his throat is so damaged!" Her words become angered, as does my temper. Someone attacked Nico? I cannot do a thing because I am stuck in this gods damned cage!


  "You had no reason to do that Thomas! No reason at all! He might die because of you!"


  She is grabbing on to the bars yelling at me, tears streaming down her face. Suddenly she is her jaguar pacing the cage back and forth, growling at me. Now at least, I can talk to her.


  "I do not know what you are talking about Anca, I would never ever hurt Nicolai! You have to know that!" I am pleading with her to answer me, but she is still pacing my cage. Finally she speaks.


  "I want to believe you Thomas. For Nico's sake, I so want to believe you, but the proof is there. He was found inside your cage; there was blood on your claws and mouth."


  "That is not true! I never did anything to him, he has only been here once and he never came inside my cage! Someone is lying to you Anca, you must know this! This does not make any sense to me." I walk over to where she has stopped, needing to be close enough to her so she will know how I am hurt by these accusations. "Did you see him in my cage?"


  She sits on her hind legs like she is thinking about what I just asked, than she finally answers me. "Well, no."


  "Then how can you say it was me? Did someone tell you that, Anca?" I am praying she will see how ridiculous this accusation is. Something tells me she is my only ally now. I have not even asked her how she knew about Nico and me, but I will get to that later. Right now I must make her see she is wrong about me.


  She looks around again to make sure we are alone before she answers me.


  "It was my mother. She is the one who found Nico in your cage, barely alive."


  Her voice breaks, I want to rip her mother's throat out. How can she lead everyone to believe I did this? I knew she was angry about Nico and I but even this is too much. Then I remember what Nico told me about her, how no one ever crossed her. She was setting me up, I was sure of it. Could I convince Anca of the same?


  "Anca, I will say it again, I would never ever hurt him. You have to believe me, please." I know now it is her decision; to choose whether she can trust what I say.


  She shifts back to look at me, her face a mask of strength and determination.


  "I believe you." It is all she says before she leaves, quickly walking out the door. A few minutes later Sergei walks in.


  I lay back down and wait for what I am sure will be my nightly torture, and though I know it will be awful, I cannot hide my inner smile when I think about the fact that Nico told Anca about us. He took a huge risk but truly proved his love for me.


  CHAPTER 7


  Nicolai


  I feel like I'm trapped under the lake water, fighting to get out and I cannot. Someone or something keeps pushing me back under, then everything goes black and I just float. I know that Elena is drugging me but I don't know why. Is this my punishment for what Thomas and I did? I swore to her it would never happen again and that I would marry Anca if that's what she wanted. I begged her to free Thomas; I even told her I would make sure he never came near me or the camp again. All she did was laugh at me. I do not know how many days it has been but my hands have started healing. As shifters, we are able to come back from injuries faster than a human though only in our animal form. I know they have not forced my shift because I would be completely healed by now, no matter how many days have passed.


  My legs feel stiff from lying here and my back hurts worse than I have ever experienced. I am no longer tied down yet I know if I try to get up I will just fall from muscles weakened by inactivity. I try not to think about Thomas; it only makes the pain worse. Anca, my only reliable resource of news has not been here, well, at least not while I was awake. Perhaps it is just as well, for if he is dead, I do not think I could go on living anyway. As I stare at the ceiling, feeling sorry for myself, I hear the door open. Turning my head I see Anca coming towards me. The look on her face frightens me. I have never before seen her so pale.


  "Oh good, you are awake. I must speak quickly." She glances around my room, hesitates and then quickly goes back to the door, making sure no one is there, before coming back to my bed.


  "We must get you well, Nico, as fast as possible, as we are running out of time. I am going to help you shift– it is the only way."


  I look at her frowning, I am not sure if I have the strength to pull that off right now. She pulls a small vial out of her pocket, but this one is unlike the green vial her mother poured down my throat. This vial is silver in color. Despite seeing the difference, I am frightened for a moment. Anca must see it in my eyes because she lays it down next to me, then she clasps my hand.


  "This is wolf's bane and silver, in a small dose. It is what my mother used on Thomas to force his shift."


  I do not understand what she means by telling me all of this. The last time I saw her, she was very angry about what she thought Thomas had done. I lift my hand to my throat and mouth the word 'what', hoping she will tell me more.


  "Oh! Sorry, I am getting ahead of myself when we do not have much time. My mother, your father and Sergei have gone out to the town tonight and I do not think they will be back for a while. But we cannot take any chances, so please just take this quickly, so you can shift and heal yourself, then I have someplace we must go.


  I have no idea what is going on but if it will get me out of this bed I am all for it. Plus I can ask about Thomas. I have to know, no matter what the news is. Within minutes, after taking the foul tasting elixir, I am lion at last. I feel stronger than I have in days, my wounds already beginning to heal. Quickly shifting back, I cannot believe how much better I feel. Clearing my throat, still husky despite the healing, I attempt to ask the barrage of questions that hit me all at once, but only one comes out.


  "Can you take me to Thomas?" She smiles and takes my hand.


  "We must go now; he is waiting by the lake. Lucan is with him to make sure they were not followed."


  Oh gods, I am finally going to him to see that he is okay. I follow her out the door, both of us shifting once we are past the camp, allowing us to get to the lake sooner. I really have no idea what to expect. For all I know this could be a trap, but if I get to see him, even if only for a moment, it will be worth it. I just hope he feels the same.


  CHAPTER 8


  Thomas


  The last few days have been a merry-go-round of emotions for me. After Anca came to see me, Sergei showed up. Luckily, he did not seem to know that she had been there. It probably had to do with the fact that he was soul-bent on taunting me yet again. He told me of how Anca and Nico had married, that Elena was sure her daughter was already pregnant. I tried to stay perfectly still, not wanting him to see how sick this made me feel inside. I would not put it past Elena to give them each some sort of concoction to ensure they were able to make a pregnancy happen. Still to be perfectly honest with myself, the mere thought of Nico making love to Anca turned my insides to ash. Even though I needed some sort of distraction while Sergei finished his daily whipping of me, I tried not to dwell on it. Instead, I tried to concentrate on Nico's beautiful face as it had been the last time we had been together; before our world came crashing down on us. A few days later, Anca and another member of her pride, Lucan showed up to talk to me. They told me of their plan, and though I think it will probably be a suicide mission for any of us, I have to admit it feels good to know they are on my side. It seems the two of them have been in love for years. They want to get away from Elena just as much as Nico and I do. If this plan of theirs works, we will all have to leave the camp and our prides, and never come back. We also know that Elena will hunt us down, so our options could get ugly. I fear if Anca is faced with killing her mother, she will not be able to make that choice and we will all be signing our death warrants.


  "They are here Thomas." I look at Lucan, currently in his jaguar form so that we can converse, who nods his head towards the east. Following his gaze there, I can see the lion and the jaguar coming towards us.


  Nicolai is here at last. I am so overcome with emotion that I run towards him without giving thought to how I will be received. He is running towards me too. I can hear his shouts in my head.


  "Thomas! Gods how I have missed you! Please tell me you forgive me for what has happened to you."


  "It is not your fault Nico, none of this, just please tell me you know I did not hurt you like they said I did."


  "No, I know you did not. It was Sergei. He found me outside the barn that night after I came to see you. He dragged me by my neck to the woods and beat me. Then, the last thing I remember was him in his lion form, before I woke in my bed."


  "That son of a bitch will die for this Nico! Do you hear me? He will die!" My heart is in my throat and I want so very badly to touch him.


  He mirrors my own thoughts.


  "I wish I could hold you, my love." He says. Before I can respond Anca speaks up.


  "It is nearly midnight. You have one hour together then you must head back to camp. Thomas, I can remove your collar but you must let Nico place it back on you before you leave. I am so sorry I cannot give you more time than that."


  "An hour is plenty of time Anca. How can we ever repay you?" I ask her, my throat chokes with tears at the sacrifice she has made for us. As much as it pains me to say, at least I know she will make a fine wife for Nico.


  "Just stay safe and do not get caught. If this works, you will be able to do this more often. I have convinced mother I am ready to marry Nico and promised her I will be with child soon. I am hoping it will not come to that. I am hoping we will be long gone by then. Lucan and I have to plan this out to the last detail. My mother has to be handled with kid gloves– that only I can do. Lucan and I agree on this, we want no more attention than is necessary on you two."


  Nico stops her from saying more.


  "There is time for explanations later! For the god's sakes, remove this man's collar so that I may touch him again."


  After they shift, Anca and Lucan laugh at Nico's impatience. She moves over to me and removes the collar, while Nico and I share one last word before we are human.


  "Together, always together," he says.


  "I love you." I say. Then we are both human again and in each other's arms. I never hear the other two leave because for me there is only Nico.


  I cannot stop touching him, making sure he was okay. There were so many things I wanted to say to him, to make sure he knew I was not the one who attacked him, but he begins kissing me and I can no longer think straight.


  I love when he runs his fingers through my hair but I remember that I have not had a bath in, well, I do not remember how long, so I break the kiss.


  "Come into the water with me; I cannot let you touch me when I look like this."


  He starts to protest but I stop him with a quick kiss, before quickly removing my clothes while he does the same. Grabbing his hand we walk together into the cool water and it is like a rebirth of sorts. I know that whatever has transpired will not be gone after tonight, but at least we can have this one perfect moment beneath the moon, at midnight.


  CHAPTER 9


  Nicolai


  Gods, it feels so good to be in his arms again. I never thought it would happen. Even though I know this may be the only time we can be together, I want it to be perfect. We will deal with all the other things tomorrow. Tonight is for us.


  I love watching him walk out into the water, his beautiful body glistening beneath the moon and making me instantly hard for him. When he turns to hold his hand out to me, I smile when I see that he too is hard for me. The laugh he gives me sounds rusty at first and I know it's because he hasn't had much to laugh about lately. That is entirely my fault.


  "Stop Nico! I know what you are thinking and I want you to stop, please." He smiles at me and I jump into his arms nearly knocking him into the water. Now we both are laughing and it feels so good, so free.


  I cannot stop from kissing him all over his face, running my fingers through his hair. I have missed this and I want him so much I ache with it. His massive hands grab my ass and knead it over and over. My cock is throbbing and painful as I rub it against his stomach, trying to get some relief. His fingers now rub back and forth over my opening. I find my body pushing back on his finger as it enters me; I need more.


  My groans become louder as he thrusts another finger in to me. I can feel myself leaking on him and this seems to excite him more. Suddenly he is carrying me to the shore and laying me on a blanket I had not noticed earlier. A large bottle of oil is sitting there too and it makes me giggle that now he is the prepared one.


  "I need you Thomas, in me now!" I shout at him as he prepares the both of us.


  "I am getting there sweetheart, just hang on. I want you desperately too but I am not rushing what could be our only time together."


  I groan, not in a good way and he just laughs. The sound drifts over me like a long-needed warm breeze. I know my Thomas is still here; they have not destroyed him. He leans over the top of me and begins kissing me slowly. His lips are so soft and warm, his tongue sweet as it enters my mouth and moves in a slow dance with mine. How I wish we had all night for this. As always, the kiss becomes more frantic. He releases my lips to move his own lips down my neck to my chest, making sure he licks and bites every inch of my chest to my nipples. He tugs gently on them then bites them a bit harder causing my back to arch, my arms holding on to his waist with my fingernails digging into his back. I know now I am leaking all over our stomachs and I am afraid I will not last much longer, I begin begging.


  "Please Thomas I cannot wait any longer." I plead. He just chuckles and continues his descent down my body. I know exactly where he is going to stop and my heart begins beating even faster, faster than I thought possible.


  The warmth and wetness of his mouth surrounds me, setting my blood on fire. I never knew it could be this good, that two people could bring such pleasure to each other. As much as I enjoy this though, I need my man inside my body. I yank on his head, making him growl, which in turn causes a vibration down my shaft that resonates throughout my body. Tremors quickly follow. I let out a growl with my release.


  Finally he makes his way back up my stomach and chest, kissing a path of heat across my sweat covered body. The airy breeze off the lake does little to cool my skin before he kisses me again. I suck his tongue, then he pulls it back and he bites at my lips, letting me know he is as ready as I am. He quickly grabs the oil and pours it on his fingers. He places one of them inside me again but I am more than ready for him. He glances up one more time to look into my eyes, then thrusts himself into me. The pain/pleasure is overwhelming to my senses. I welcome the burn because it means we are both together, alive and right now that is all I need.


  CHAPTER 10


  Thomas


  Gods how I have missed this; touching him, tasting him, loving him, just being with him. Everything has been so insane lately. I feel like it will only get worse before it gets better; that is if it does indeed get better.


  I love the look he gives me as I move within his body; like I am the only person in the world that matters to him. His skin has an almost ethereal glow with each thrust while the tightness of him makes me even harder than I ever thought possible. I know I will not last long yet I want to drag this out a bit more because I fear it may be our last time. I dare not think of what could happen should we get caught again. So I will not, not tonight.


  I am not a man to use foul language unless provoked, but right now, all I can think of is: I want to fuck this man for the rest of my life.


  Later, when we are both sated, I check my pocket watch. It is ten minutes before the hour of one am. Knowing we must soon part kills me. Is there a chance we can do this again? I am not sure but I do know one thing, as soon as I am able, I will break free from my prison. I will take Nico and leave this place far behind, go somewhere we can be together forever.


  My love for him will never die. It will only grow stronger, nothing and no one will ever keep us apart.


  He places the collar around my neck but does not lock it yet.


  "There is a place where we can live more freely. Lucan has told me of it. I promise you we will go there. Baby, just be patient a little longer. Know that I love you and I always will."


  I accept his last kiss, followed by the lock on my collar being set. I then watch as he shifts and takes off through the forest. As my body becomes my lion, I know that our story has only just begun. I cannot wait to see where our journey takes us from here.


  THE END
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  One last prayer before my wings are taken away, before they strip me of my rank. Dishonored, vanished, with nowhere to go but the mortal realm. Naked, with just a knife to defend myself.
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  MY LORD’S JUDGMENT


  by Taylor Law


  CHAPTER 1


  Kneeling with his head bowed to his chest, in the most submissive position he could possibly form, Samael pleaded once more for mercy. He had tried to contact his Lord numerous times since the Judgment, but to no avail. Minutes upon hours, he prayed, hoping against hope that once again Yahweh would come to his aid.


  "Please!" he cried out, his heart breaking. "This is wrong. I didn't do this, My Lord."


  No answer. Not even an acknowledgement.


  God had never refused to answer him before. Between his dread of what was to come, anger at his situation, and his position, his limbs had started to tremble.


  He really wasn't surprised. It had been coming for centuries, and the day he feared had finally arrived.


  He had known there were a great many that were jealous of his position. As the chief ruler of the Fifth Heaven, and one of the seven regents of the world, served by two million angels, he was one of the most powerful archangels ever. If that wasn't enough, he had two other gifts that many coveted. He could speak to his Lord in His presence and survive it, and he had control over life.


  He was The Angel of Death after all.


  They'd attempted to cause his exile numerous times. Finally, they had succeeded.


  "Lord God, save me," he whispered, feeling tears of frustration build behind his eyelids.


  He tried so hard to keep his bitterness at bay, but one thought kept forming above the rest. Gadreel and his cronies had won. Consistently harassing him was not enough. They'd wanted him gone.


  And that had been his pronounced punishment.


  Samael had been accused of many things over the millennia. Of tempting Eve in the form of a serpent, of seducing and bedding her to create Cain, but he had done neither of those things. "Gadreel" he growled.


  He'd seen through that trial, barely escaping with the skin on his back. So relieved he was, when his Lord had taken his side. God knew the hearts of His people. He knew the truth.


  Why did He not see now?


  His friend, his Father, his Creator, had abandoned him to his fate.


  Over the centuries, Gadreel had made sure to implicate him as the cause of different atrocities, but this one finally did it. Taking advantage of the gift of life and death was not something to be trifled with. Even the lowest of angels knew that. Samael would never, but somehow, some way, Gadreel had made it seem like he had. Now everything he knew, everything he'd been created for, was being taken from him.


  Why was the demon spawn still in Heaven? Everyone knew the truth about him. That he was a spy for the fallen. That Gadreel, in fact, had committed most of the allegations of trouble, which Samael had dealt with. Why then, wasn't that foul creature the one to be banished? Why was that germ allowed to continue with his treachery?


  He just didn't know.


  His legs were numb from the hours spent kneeling in prayer, but that didn't even register over the ache in his chest. The pain shooting through him felt like the hot blade of a sword, covered in flames. He felt betrayed by someone he loved above all others, and he couldn't understand why.


  There was nothing he could do. No way to prove his innocence in this cell, and especially once the judgment was carried out. He was helpless, and that's not something a warrior of his status was accustomed to.


  He did not like it one bit.


  Sam wanted to act, to fight, to do… something, on his own behalf. His honor was being trashed, his loyalty tarnished, and he could not stop it.


  He had to have faith that there was a reason. For now, that was all that he could do.


  Realizing his deliverance was not coming, he finished his prayer, the only way he knew how.


  Looking up, knowing his pain was written all over his face, he gave his oath. "My loyalty is unwavering, My Lord. I know not Your purpose in this, but I trust You have one that I cannot yet see. I will be Your servant always." Touching his fist to his heart, he bowed his head again and then stood.


  Samael's legs were shaky from holding the position for such a long time, so he held the wall as he walked life into his limbs again. Once he started though, he couldn't stop. Back and forth, he strode the five steps across the tiny room. Back and forth and back again. At this rate, his nervous energy was going to tear him apart.


  Michael and Raphael would be coming in to deal with him soon enough: removing his wings, divesting him of his power and banishing him to Earth. Allowing nothing to remain. No clothes, no coin, nothing but a dagger to defend himself with.


  At least they were giving him that. Once stripped, he would be human. Not weak, by any means. He'd been a warrior for far too many millennia for that. However, he would need to live as a man, his life would be mortal, and his strength would not be what it was.


  As Samael paced, he could feel his fists clenching and releasing almost in time with his steps. "Gadreel" he growled. "I will not rest until my name and honor have been restored, and I am home again." Then, he would make sure that demon spy was where he belonged.


  In Hell.


  He had no idea how long he waited, marching along in the small chamber, before he heard keys in the lock outside the door. Stopping suddenly, he turned toward the noise and stiffened. It was time.


  Michael entered the room followed by Raphael, and the looks on their faces said it all. Their eyes so filled with pity and sadness that he actually flinched.


  "Hey buddy." Michael said, sounding so defeated that of course he had to make a joke.


  "Finally," he whispered, grinning the best he could without making it into a grimace. "It's about time you guys came to bust me out of here. I think I wore a hole in my shoes."


  Raph grunted and crossed his arms, while Mike gave the most dismal half smile he had ever seen. "Yeah, don't we wish?" Mike murmured. "I am sorry, man," he continued, "You can't know how hard this is for me."


  Feeling the need to give his friend some ease, he slapped him on the shoulder. "I know, Mike. I know. I don't blame you. Let's just get this over with."


  Michael nodded sharply once, then grabbed him and pulled him into a hug, smacking his shoulder hard a couple of times. Sam did the same and then pulled away, not knowing where to look.


  "Alright already, quit your blubbering, you little girls."


  Samael turned to Raphael snorting. "Look who's talking, Oh Pretty One."


  "Don't hate me because I'm beautiful," he said striking a pose.


  "Ok, Mr. Vain." Michael put in, cuffing Raph's ear.


  "Ow. Hey! Don't mess with the hair." Raph called out, smoothing his hair back, before starting to hum a song from the twentieth century about being vain.


  Samael realized he was grinning at the byplay. He didn't know how he did it, but Raphael had broken the tension that was overwhelming him. Somehow, things were going to be okay.


  He held his hand out to Raph, who gripped his forearm tightly and nodded to him solemnly. Samael held his gaze for a moment, seeing friendship and regret, before tilting his chin in acknowledgement and turning to Michael.


  "Ok, man," he announced to his friend. "Do your thing."


  Michael and Raphael exchanged a meaningful look before they moved. In the blink of an eye, they had surrounded him, and then there was just white-hot light. It was so bright Samael had to close his eyes against the burn. The beams sliced him, setting his blood on fire. Agony shot through him and he felt like he would collapse, but somehow stayed standing. He cried out as the wind kicked up and he was in the middle of a tornado. It beat against him, stealing his breath, whipping his hair and ripping his clothes off his body. The fray could have lasted minutes or an eternity, he couldn't say, until a sucking sensation pulled at him with such force that he thought he would implode. He felt as if his soul was being extracted from his body. It jerked and stretched, like a rubber band pulled past its limits, until it felt like the band finally broke. Or maybe he did, because everything went black, and then he was falling. Tumbling and plummeting into a darkness he didn't know could exist. Faster and faster, until he came to a stop with a crash and let unconsciousness take him away.


  ****


  Brandon was slammed up against the alley wall so hard his head bounced, and floaters danced across his vision. Before he could get his bearings, a fist landed a disabling blow in his abdomen, bending him in half. His breath left him in a whoosh. Almost immediately, he was face to face with the muzzle of a handgun.


  "I told you, you had a week," Carlos spat at him. "Time was up yesterday. So where is my money, hmm?" The hot, rancid breath coming from the thug almost caused him to lose his dinner. The thrashing he was getting wasn't helping either.


  Panting, he tried to respond, but had to swallow down bile before he could get the words out. "H... he won't give me the m... money. I… I tried, but he just laughed in my face."


  "That's not my problem, now is it!? You borrowed the money for your boyfriend," the man sneered. "Now you have to pay it back!"


  "B... but, I don't have that kind of money!" Why the hell he'd gotten himself into this situation, he didn't know. He knew the "how" of it though. Trust.


  Bran gave trust too damn easily. He had met a guy, but not just anyone… oh no! A damn DJ. DJ Jammin', the hottest disc jockey in downtown L.A.. Chris was his real name. The ass had picked him up after hours and they'd been inseparable for months. He never thought of the fact that, as a DJ, Chris had his pick of fans to choose from on any given night. Or that he was using that benefit as often as he could, even while they were 'together.' But he just had that realization smashed into his face.


  Two weeks ago, he'd gotten a collect call; Chris was in jail for drugs. Apparently, he had enough on him that they thought he was a pusher. Looking back now, it was probably true.


  Hindsight, baby. What a bitch!


  Bail was twenty thousand big ones, and DJ Fuck-face couldn't get a Bail Bondsman to take him on. No co-signer or some such bullshit. The Dick had promised that he had the money, just couldn't get to it. So, Brandon did as asked and contacted Master C. Now he was stuck owing big to the most ruthless gang leader around. If it was illegal, the C-gang did it, and Master C didn't know what the word mercy meant.


  He was totally screwed!


  A fist to his face brought him back to the situation at hand. Thugs. Guns. Eating his own teeth. Right.


  Fuck!


  He spit blood from his mouth. "What do you want me to do?"


  Carlos leered at him. "Well, Master C said you have twenty-four hours." The nasty piece of shit started undoing his pants. "But I don't think you would mind making it worth my while to leave you still standing, now would you." The other gang members were snickering and the one with the gun pushed down on his shoulders.


  Eww! Aw, hell no!


  Right before his knees touched the ground, the sky lit up like the fourth of July. A light came out of nowhere, so bright it blinded him. He heard the thugs yelling, and he could have sworn the world exploded. The sound of a bomb going off split the night, and a shock wave knocked him on his ass.


  He was still alive though. The pain let him know that at least.


  Blinking, trying to focus through the white blur and dots that clouded his vision, he thought he saw Master C's crew falling all over themselves, trying to get away. Fuck it. If he was going to die, he was going to see it coming. Bran squeezed his eyes shut and waited a few seconds before opening them.


  Better.


  Looking around, he saw that the dumpster at the end of the alley had one side torn off, and cardboard and papers that had been inside, now littered the ground. Not knowing what was happening, but pretty sure the apocalypse was still set for December 2012 and not today, he got to his feet ready to bolt.


  Before he made it three strides, he heard a loud moan and froze. Bran listened but refused to turn around. He was just about to leave when he heard it again. Shit! He fought himself for a minute, part of him wanting to run for his life and the other too curious not to check it out.


  He was an idiot, and he knew it.


  Slowly, Brandon turned around and walked toward the mangled dumpster, stepping over miscellaneous junk. When he was close enough to the edge, he followed along the side until he reached the wall that was missing, and looked in.


  Holy shit, it's Thor!


  No wait, wasn't that guy blond and wearing clothes?


  Oh, and not real.


  The man in the dumpster, lying on his stomach, was naked as the day he was born. He was also really hot. Sinewy muscle lay underneath creamy tanned skin. His butt was round and high, making a mountain in the lines of his body. His sandy brown hair was cut to his shoulders and snarled, as if he didn't own a brush. What had he been through?


  Bran shook his head and looked up at the tall buildings surrounding him. A jumper, probably. Except if he was moaning, he was still alive. As carefully as possible, he climbed into the dumpster and reached for the man's wrist to check for a pulse. He was no doctor, so it was not that easy to find.


  They make it look so easy in the movies!


  There. The thumpa-thumpa came through on the third try. Faint, but he might not have done it right. He was just pulling his hand away, when the world spun around him and he was on his back looking up into the darkest blue eyes he'd ever seen.


  And he had a knife at his neck. Wonderful. What a night!


  CHAPTER 2


  Samael awoke to find a human touching him. He no longer recognized his surroundings, and his heart was racing. Danger could be anywhere. It had begun. He was human. Now what?


  He was surprised to find that he had all of his memories intact. He'd expected their removal, and did not know whether to be pleased to remember or horrified that he would always know what was lost.


  "Whoa, whoa. Ummm… could you please put the knife away?" Samael looked into the little man's big brown eyes and saw his fear. The idea that he caused it made his heart squeeze in his chest. He had always hated that look but, as Death, he had come to expect people's abhorrence of him.


  "Who are you?" He refused to put away his only line of defense until he determined what was going on.


  "Umm… m.. my name is Brandon. I... I was in the alley when you… uh… showed up. I was just checking to see if you were okay, man. I meant no harm." The kid's hands were up near his head, in an open, pacifying position. He did not appear dangerous. Matter of fact, he was much smaller than Samael and could easily be overtaken if he tried anything. Besides, he looked as if someone had already given him a once over with their fists. He would be weak, his energy depleted. Removing the weapon, Sam pushed himself into a sitting position next to the human.


  "Where am I?" The man called Brandon sat up beside him, still looking like he would rather be anywhere else.


  "Ummm, we're in an alley, off South Hill Street." The response was somewhat muffled as the human next to him wiped what looked to be blood off his mouth.


  "Where is that? What city?" Samael was not looking forward to the imminent conversation. Who does not know where they are?


  Brandon's eyebrows went to his hairline and he just stared for a minute. When he spoke again, his voice made it sound like he was speaking to a crazy person. Sam did not blame him. "We're in L.A…. umm…. Los Angeles."


  Samael chuckled, raised his eyes upward and then shook his head. "The City of Angels. You always did have a sense of humor."


  "Who?" The kid's voice drew him back.


  He was young, early twenties, if that. Skinny and lanky, he had some muscle, but it was long and lean. No bulk about him. He had jet-black hair, cut short in the back and long in the front, so that it hung over large chocolate eyes rimmed with kohl. High cheekbones, long lashes, full lips. Attractive looking man. He was wearing all black; the kid must like the color.


  "Never mind. Thank you for your help, but I must go now." Samael stood, and groaned. Pain radiated around his body. He almost fell over, but Brandon steadied him.


  "Hey, are you okay? Well, of course you're not, you just…. erm… What happened to you?"


  "I fell." He didn't know a better way of explaining.


  "Okay, well, maybe you should go to the hospital and get checked out, because you… um… 'fell' pretty damn hard." The man didn't seem like he bought it. Sam looked up and saw a decent drop from the top of the building. He glanced back at Brandon and realized the kid had thought he was trying to kill himself.


  "No, I didn't…. I really did fall. I don't need a physician. I'll be fine."


  "Uh, whatever you say, man." He started to walk away, but the kid stopped him again. "Listen, I don't think you should go anywhere like that, you'll be locked up before you could snap your fingers."


  Samael blinked at Brandon, and then looked down at his nakedness. Oh, right. No clothing. Humans had laws about that sort of thing.


  "I don't have any clothes, so I really don't have a choice." The little man looked as if he was doing some thinking, an internal battle of some sort that flashed in his eyes. He bet that if he knew the man better, he would be able to read all the thoughts on his face.


  "Listen," Brandon sighed. "I was just going to get my car, when… umm… I was interrupted. It's just around the corner in a public lot. Stay here, and I'll go get it, pull up front of the alley, and you can jump in. I think I even have a jacket in the back seat, so you can cover up. Not that I mind the view or anything." The kid's eyes sparkled at that. Oh, no… this wasn't any child. He was definitely a man. He just seemed young to someone who was eons old.


  Without any other option, Samael nodded to the ki… to Brandon. "All right. Thank you."


  The man left him standing, still a little unsteadily, at the entrance to the alleyway and ran over to a parking lot. When he could no longer see his would-be rescuer, he just stared at the wall. What was he going to do? He had no money, no identification, no history, no job, nowhere to sleep, nothing. It was nice that he'd found one of the rare humans that gave of themselves without asking for anything in return, but what was going to happen when Brandon didn't want to help him anymore? It was just a matter of time before he was left to his own devices. Then what?


  ****


  Brandon had lost his ever-loving mind! That was what happened. Somewhere along the line, he'd gotten brain damage, and he hadn't realized it until just this very moment. He had enough problems. What was he doing bringing a naked, big– damn but the guy was huge– hot stranger, into his car? Especially, because he was pretty sure that the man was suicidal and had very recently taken a header off a building. Why was he cursed with a freaking conscience? Part of him felt like he couldn't just leave the guy there, he obviously needed help. He just hoped that the help he needed didn't drift to the sociopathic type.


  He jumped in his little red piece of shit, and started the car. He could just leave. Just go home and forget the hottie in the alley. Go and try to bail himself out of the shit his life was going to be in twenty-four hours. Bran banged his head on the steering wheel, which helped boost his already pounding head into overdrive. Damn but he was hurting. He needed a handful of ibuprofen, an ice pack, and a nice long sleep. But he didn't have time for any of that. He had a shitload of phone calls to make, starting with DJ Fucktard.


  The more he thought about it the more he realized that he couldn't do it. He could not force himself to walk away from the guy. Something about the man called to a part of him deep inside that had never been touched before. The moment he looked into those indigo eyes, some intrinsic piece of himself had snapped into place. He felt like he knew the stranger, even though that wasn't possible.


  The man was drop dead— with a hard-on the size of the Empire State building— gorgeous. He was better looking than anyone Bran had ever seen, and this was L. fucking A.. Movie star capital of the world. When the guy had been on top of him– even with the knife to his neck— he'd had to fight a growing erection… had felt a loss when the man moved away. Weird!


  He had to go back, had to figure out what the connection was, and help the person that somehow had formed it. Decision made, he turned the car around and headed for the alley entrance. Once there, he opened the passenger side door, and called out. The hottie jumped in, and they were on their way.


  "So, where am I taking you?"


  Silence.


  "I… umm… I'm sorry; I don't even know your name."


  "Samael."


  "Okay, Samael… umm… nice to meet you. Where did you want me to take you?" Bran hazarded a look at his guest. He seemed lost. It just wasn't right for such a big, strong guy to have a look like that on his face.


  Finally, he whispered. "I don't know."


  Bran wasn't sure he heard it at first, but the words were there, hanging over his head. Then, during the next stoplight, Samael looked dead into his eyes, as if pleading for understanding. "I don't have anywhere to go."


  There only seemed to be one thing to say to that, one answer that came to Brandon and just seemed right, beyond all rationalization. Even though it was stupid, and crazy, and he knew he should get his head checked. "You can come home with me." Maybe he had a concussion.


  The man seemed to relax and his breath came out heavily.


  ****


  As they parked the car and got out— Samael with the jacket wrapped around him like a sarong— Brandon had never been more relieved to be getting home at an ungodly hour. At least none of his neighbors would notice him letting a large, mostly naked man into his apartment. Not that they didn't think him strange anyway, but it would just cause problems that he couldn't deal with right now. Not with so much on his plate.


  "Welcome to mi casa." Bran shut the door behind them and threw his keys on a nearby table. It was a small apartment, one bedroom with an efficiency-like kitchen. Only the necessities, but it was home and he could afford it on what he made doing Creative Design from his couch. Hopefully someday, he would make it big doing album covers for the rich and famous, and be able to move into something nicer, but for now it worked.


  "I think I have some shorts that'll fit you. They're the stretchy basketball kind, and they might be tight, but maybe they'll be okay for now." They weren't actually his. He'd swiped them from his foster brother. They were huge on him, but comfortable as hell, and he was only able to keep them on by tying the string as tight as he could.


  Samael smiled his thanks, and Bran froze. Damn, but the man was gorgeous.


  "Umm… thank you?" That didn't sound like he was thanking him for clothes. Oh, hell! He said that out loud? He felt the heat take over his face and knew he was probably the shade of a ripe tomato.


  "Sorry. I… um…"


  "No, don't worry about it." The man smiled again, and Bran could swear his knees went weak.


  "So, umm… let me get you those shorts." He had to get out of there, before he embarrassed himself further. He went to his bedroom and called out from the door, "Would you like a shower?"


  "Oh, yes, please. That would be fantastic!"


  Oh Francis Ford Crapola, he was getting hard thinking about the hottie in his shower, all steamy and wet and… He groaned. He needed to put the brakes on that train of thought, immediately. He breathed in a few times and tried to think un-sexy thoughts. Finally, he grabbed the shorts, stopped by the closet to get a clean towel, and headed back to the main room. Samael was standing where he left him, looking around.


  Brandon practically shoved the stuff at him. "Here you go, bathroom's there." He pointed to the door next to his bedroom. The guilty look on the big man's face, made him feel bad. Bran didn't want him to think he wasn't welcome, even if that was somewhat true.


  He tried to smile and knew it fell a little flat. "Sorry, rough night. Make yourself at home."


  "Thanks." Samael nodded, walked to the bathroom and shut the door behind him.


  Brandon closed his eyes for a minute. Okay. What to do first? Ah, yes. Call DJ Fidiot. He pulled his phone out of his back pocket, and dialed while walking. It was ringing by the time he flung himself on the couch. One. Two. The asshole better pick up, dammit. Three.


  "Bran, baby… whatuaaaaahh!"


  Bran rolled his eyes. Of course, Chris was drunk. What else was new?


  "Guess who I saw tonight?"


  "Who, baby? Tell meee?" God, the douche was so trashed he was practically singing all of his words; and Bran could hear lots of party noises in the background, so obviously the night wasn't nearly over.


  "Stop calling me baby," he snapped, losing his temper. "Carlos, Chris. I saw Carlos, and two other of Master C's goons. No, let me rephrase that, I saw their fists and guns." Brandon growled out.


  "Awe, that'ssss too b— oooo…." The voice was still talking, but not to him. He was telling someone to come closer, and there was high-pitched giggling. Huh, a woman tonight, then.


  "Chris!" Bran yelled into the phone. "Chris? Don't you get it? You're going to get me killed!"


  Dial tone. The asshole hung up on him! He yelled out and almost threw the phone, until he realized that he would need it, so he grabbed the pillow next to him and chucked it instead. "Fuckin' Asshole!"


  "Are you alright?" Brandon looked up to see Samael come out of the bathroom, still partially wet, wearing only the black shorts. And they were a little tight, enough so that he caught more than a glimpse of what lay underneath. His hair was combed back, still dripping. Bran finally got a good look at his face, until a drop of water caught his attention. It was all downhill after that, literally. The water droplet skirted around a strong peck, before bumping over and down the eight pack and disappearing into the low-riding shorts. He thought that maybe he was drooling. Knew for sure he was staring, but couldn't help himself. Samael was a wet dream come to life.


  The sex god cleared his throat, which brought Bran's gaze back up to indigo eyes, sparkling with humor. His lips twitched and he repeated, "Are you alright?"


  "Huh?" Brandon looked at the phone still in his hand. "Oh, yeah, I mean… no. I don't know."


  He buried his face in his hands, trying to think of what to do next. It was obvious that he wasn't going to get the money from Chris. Twenty-four hours was not a lot of time, and twenty thousand dollars wasn't chump change. Who could he call? No one he knew had that kind of money lying around, and they wouldn't give it to him if they did. Shit!


  Bran felt a hand land on his shoulder, and peered over to see his guest seated beside him on the couch, face full of concern. "What's going on?"


  He put his head back down again. He didn't even know this guy, and didn't really want his business out in the open. But honestly, what could it hurt? He would be dead soon if he didn't deal with it. Maybe Sammy boy could help him figure out how to fix his little problem. Two heads were better than one after all.


  Sighing, he sat up and turned toward his new friend. "I'm in crazy-big trouble, and I don't know what to do."


  The man grunted, "Sounds familiar. What kind of trouble are you in?"


  "The guy I was dating got busted with drugs, and was charged for possession with intent to sell. The dude, Chris, called me to bail him out of jail, promising me that he would pay me back, but I didn't have that kind of money, man. It was insane." Bran ran his hand through his hair, and then flicked his neck so the bangs covered one of his eyes again. "So, he told me to call the man he got the drugs from, said he would loan me the cash." He could hear the bitterness in his voice, loud and clear. "Convinced me that he had it and would pay it back no problem. And I believed him."


  "I am assuming he lied?"


  "Yeah. Yeah, he did. I had a week to pay it back. The second day Chris was out, I went to get the money. Found him in bed with two groupies. Not one, but two. So, he double cheated on me, I guess." Bran shrugged and loosed a self-depreciating chuckle. "When I looked surprised, Chris laughed in my face. He asked if I actually thought he was faithful, then cringed and said that was the most ridiculous thing he'd ever heard."


  Brandon could still hear him in his mind. "Me? Come on, Bro? With all the fine ass I get thrown my way, I am supposed to… what? Give it up? For you?"


  "When I asked him to pay me back, he laughed again and practically threw me out. I haven't been able to get it from him, and don't think I will."


  Brandon flinched at the light touch of fingers on his bruised cheek. "I am assuming that the man you borrowed the money from, came to collect and did not leave it with just humiliation. He gave you this?"


  "They. There was three of 'em." He observed his guest, and watched as anger, severe fury, spread across Sam's features. He backed away as Sam jumped up, like the couch had burst into flames under his ass.


  "Cowards! Gutless, spineless cowards!" Samael was pacing the floor in front of him, fists clenched, jaw muscles pulsing. "You are no warrior that you could take on three men."


  Ummm, what?


  "You know what? Don't worry about it. I'll figure somethi…."


  "No!" The big man interrupted. "You're a good man. You don't deserve this. You're a helper. Backing that scum you called 'boyfriend', aiding me, a stranger you knew nothing of." Samael's hands were now flinging around in agitation as he spoke, making Bran more and more nervous. Before he knew it, he was huddled in on himself in the corner of the couch, cowering.


  "Those who help others in need, without any gain for themselves, are more precious than gold. They are as rare as a pure, flawless diamond." He turned to Bran as he said this, and as Brandon watched, the anger left and his shoulders slumped.


  ****


  Shit! Samael had scared his rescuer. He had not meant to, he was just so angry! Angry at his exile, furious about Brandon's situation; frustrated that just because you were good, loyal, and true, did not mean that you received your due. It didn't protect you from being wronged, from getting the short end of the stick. Life happened, no matter who you were. It had its ups and downs, and sometimes even went sideways. All you could do was hang on for the ride and try not to crap your pants. Keep holding on, being yourself, and not let it take your pride away. Not let it change you.


  Everything he said to Brandon was true. The man was special, and he deserved way more than what he'd been given. Now, Sam was adding to his distress. He was such an oaf!


  Cautiously, as if approaching a spooked horse, he walked up to the little human and sat down on the couch. "I'm sorry. I did not mean to frighten you."


  As Samael reached his hand over, Brandon jumped before he had even touched him. "You have no need to fear me. I would never harm you," he said softly. "I know you don't know me, but I am loyal to those that deserve it. You have earned that and more by assisting me, when you could have left me to rot."


  Brandon searched his features for long moments, saying nothing, before finally taking a deep breath and relaxing a little. This time when he touched the man's forearm, there was no flinch. "I want only to help you, as you did me. I don't have much to give– no money, nor belongings, but I do have my body, and I will protect you and assist as much as I can."


  Bran's hair was in his eyes again, hiding him a little, even as he nodded his acceptance. "Okay, thanks," he said with a shy smile, and Samael's chest felt lighter.


  "What was your plan?"


  "Oh, ummm… I don't know." Brandon's voice was small and he looked at the floor. "I have twenty-four hours to come up with the money, or…" He swallowed hard.


  "Or what?" Samael knew, his gut told him that it was bad, but he wanted the words.


  "Or… I die."


  Sam took in a gulping breath. Yeah, that's what he had thought, but to hear it aloud had done something in him unexpected. His heart sped up, and he felt sick. A world without Brandon in it felt wrong somehow.


  "No. I will not let you die." The words were out of his mouth before he knew what he was going to say, but they were exactly right. He would not allow anything to happen to this extraordinary man, who was so full of life and heart. Brandon was different, unique; and Samael didn't know why, but he was drawn to him, like a moth to the flame. He just hoped he didn't become engulfed and turned to ash in the process.


  "How are you going to stop it? These guys are no joke."


  Samael grinned wickedly. "Nor am I. Tomorrow, we shall go and visit this man you were dating, and see if we cannot talk some sense into him." His smile faded, as he became uncomfortable. "I will need some clothes, and a few supplies. Could you… I mean, would you mind…" He couldn't continue. He'd never asked for necessities before in his long life, and now he was beholden to this human. It was a very humbling experience, to say the least.


  "Yeah, sure. I can take care of that for you— get you a few things. If you are going to help me, I will owe you huge. So, no problem." Brandon had hope in his eyes, and that combined with his kindness, caused Samael's throat to swell.


  "Right." He smacked his hands on his thighs and stood. "Well, let us get some sleep, so that we will have our strength for tomorrow."


  "Oh… umm… yeah." Brandon looked down, flipped his hair into his face, and got up. "Why don't you take my bed, in there?" He pointed at the door next to the bathroom. "I'll take the couch; cause there is no way you're gonna fit on this thing." The man was grinning and that sparkle was back. Samael inspected the small piece of furniture he'd been sitting on. No. Bent in half, he still would not be able to lay on it.


  He glanced back at his rescuer. "Thank you. For everything."


  Brandon blushed and his ears turned almost purple. And there was that hair flick again, hiding the man from his gaze. So endearing. "You're welcome."


  Samael moved to his assigned room, and opened the door. It was well lived in. The bed rumpled, a pair of black jeans and matching shirt thrown over the footboard, random things spewed across the dresser top. There were a few posters on the walls. An alarm clock and empty glass on one of the bedside tables, along with a bottle of some clear fluid that he did not recognize. Brandon came in behind him, flushing; he snatched the bottle, and pushed it into a drawer as quickly as possible.


  "Sorry. It's a little messy in here." The man was looking everywhere, but at him.


  Hmmm. Wonder what that is about? "It's fine."


  "Okay, lemme just grab a pillow and sheet, and I'll be out of your way." Brandon, loaded the items into his arms and headed back to the living room with a soft, "Nite."


  As the door closed behind him, Samael just stared at it. "Good night, Little Raven."


  CHAPTER 3


  Brandon had a hard time falling to sleep; he stayed in a semi-doze world, where his mind could still twist and turn over the problems that he needed solutions for. He couldn't seem to turn down the noise enough to drift off. Finally, after hours of torture, he slept, only to dream a crazy mix of reality and fantasy. Sex with DJ Jammin' who turned into Samael, only for them to be interrupted by Carlos and his goons, who then transformed into… angels?


  He startled awake to a noise that couldn't be placed in the dream, and sat up drenched in sweat. What the fuck? Removing the sheet, and swinging his legs until his feet touched the floor, he glanced around the room trying to remember where he was. Couch. Company. Right. He scrubbed his face with both hands, pushing back his hair; then jumped when a shout came from his bedroom, startling him. Bran stilled and listened hard, hearing the bed springs squeak and rustling noise, followed by a loud "No."


  The normal internal struggle started. Should I stay or should I go? Would he want me to help? Would he hurt me if I tried? Finally, he decided that he would want someone to wake him up and be there for him if he was stuck in a nightmare. Gathering his courage, he stood and carefully maneuvered his way to the room.


  Samael was tossing and turning, groaning and murmuring nonsense. Bran put a hand on the arm closest to him and shook it gently. "Hey, Sammy. Hey, wake up."


  Then déjà vu', he was on his back and the heavy weight of Sam was on top of him.


  "Whoa, it's okay. It's just me." He tried to look up into the man's face, but it was too dark to see much except shadows. "It's Brandon… remember, you're in my house. I got you out of the alley?" He was rambling, but he didn't know if the guy would recognize him or instead pummel him in his half-awake state.


  "Brandon?" A gruff voice came out of the dark.


  "Yeah, it's me. You were having a bad dream, I think."


  Before he knew it, he was wrapped up in Sammy's arms, with the man's face wedged in his neck. "Hey, it's all right." He was patting the guy's shoulder, stupidly, but he didn't know what else to do.


  "I dreamt… I dreamt…"


  The big man blew out a hard breath and then continued in a whisper. "Half of it was real, and half was not, but all of it was bad."


  Bran had suspected that the man had gone through some rotten shit before he met him, but the verification of it had his chest hurting in sympathy. Maybe they could help each other.


  "You want to tell me about it?


  Samael shook the head still wedged in the crook of Brandon's neck. "Just… stay with me." It was a statement and a question rolled into one, and Bran could hear the vulnerability in it.


  "Okay." They each shifted until Sammy was spooning him. The strong arms around him drew him in close. Once his butt was wedged in just the right spot, Bran had second thoughts. How was he going to keep from getting hard this way? What would Samael say if he discovered it?


  Almost immediately, the soft, steady breathing ruffling his hair put him at ease, and within a few minutes, he'd fallen into a nice, dreamless sleep.


  ****


  Samael was warm, almost too much so, but he was comfortable and didn't want to move. There was a delicious scent tickling his nose, and he felt absorbed into the mattress. He hadn't slept that well in ages.


  He squeezed his arms tight around the pillow he held, and the thing moved and let out a groan. Frozen, he tried to remember what happened the previous night. It took him a moment, but he recalled the nightmare and Brandon coming into the room.


  Last night, the only thing that had concerned him was keeping the man beside him safe. He had dreamt of his fall, of Gadreel finding him, and hurting Brandon. It was so vivid, and so horrifying, that he'd just wanted to stay together. Then if something came at them, he could fight it. In the light of morning, however, it was somewhat strange… but not in a bad way.


  Samael had never lain with a man before, neither in a sexual nor nonsexual context. It was not uncomfortable though. In fact, he found he liked it. Perhaps too much. There was a trembling in his lower stomach and his morning erection was trapped between the cheeks of Bran's rear. Even with clothes on, it seemed to want to wedge itself there. Actually, it felt really good, especially when Brandon started to move a little. The friction was wonderful, and he didn't want it to stop.


  He thrust his hips, searching for more of that feeling. Bran moaned, murmuring something before pushing back on him. Oh, yes. Just right. Before he knew it, he was panting and wanting something he couldn't explain.


  It wasn't that angels didn't have sex. They married their mates, and had children, just the same as humans. However, no one had wanted him. As Death, others looked upon him with fear and revulsion, not lust. On the rare occasion he had need, he'd taken care of himself. But this. This felt different.


  He changed the position of his hands to pull the body closer, to get more contact. Brandon's cock bumped his arm; rock hard through his sleepwear. The little man had come awake at some point, and groaned, "Don't stop," while dragging Sam's hand further down, placing it on the warm erection. Feeling the damp spot on the front of the pants had Samael moaning again and he grunted out, "So good."


  He squeezed the bulge in his hand and rhythmically snapped his hips, loving what was happening inside of him. His balls tingled, and his need was growing stronger with every movement.


  "Hold on a sec." He growled low in his chest as Bran pulled away. With a chuckle, Brandon removed his clothing and grabbed that bottle of clear fluid out of the bedside drawer, before returning to his place. He reached behind him to tug Samael's shorts down under his balls. Sam heard a snick, and then the Little Raven was rubbing something on his lower back and in his butt crack.


  "Now." Bran said, wiggling backwards.


  When he'd taken up his post again and begun to move, Sam almost jumped out of his skin. The slick substance Bran had applied made movement easy and the friction was even more exquisite than before. Without the pants as a barrier, he was wedged between the lush cheeks completely, nearly surrounded by flesh. The sensations were amazing, building, doubling by the minute. He hissed his pleasure, thrusting into the warm crevice.


  Brandon applied more of the goop to Sam's hand, and again urged him downward. He wrapped his slippery fingers around the man's cock and heard their moans in stereo.


  "Oh God! Yes. Faster Sammy, faster." But he couldn't concentrate on moving his hand with the need that had enveloped him, so he let Brandon do that for him.


  Bran was moving backwards against him, and then forward into his hand, over and over. Again and again. He'd never been this aroused before, so when he heard a gasping whimper, he lost all control.


  Animal instinct. That was all that was left of him. There was no thought process left, only sensation. He pushed the man almost to his belly, with just enough room left for his arm to fit– because he couldn't let go of that hot erection in his hand. Threw his knee over the man's hip and thrust against him as hard and fast as he could, in turn pushing Bran more firmly into his fist. Yes. Yes. Yes. Chasing clouds. Chasing dreams. Chasing heaven.


  Sweat was dripping off him and onto the body beneath, making everything slick. He licked Brandon's neck, tasting him, smelling that compelling scent that had been in his nose earlier. He couldn't say much, he was too overwhelmed to complete words. Nothing had ever been like this.


  "Oh, God! Oh God, Samael please!" At the shouted plea, he tightened his fingers and nipped gently at Bran's shoulder, while rubbing and pushing and pumping. He heard Brandon cry out and felt him spill onto the bed, penis pulsing and twitching in his hand. It was so unbelievably exciting, that he followed him into bliss.


  ****


  Brandon's bones were liquefied and he couldn't move. Samael had collapsed on top of him, so he wasn't going anywhere anyway, not even if he wanted to. Which he didn't. They lay there a few minutes, panting and recovering, until Sam finally rolled over onto his back.


  "Well, that was… unexpected."


  Bran couldn't help but laugh at the awe in the man's voice. "Yeah, and a good morning to you too."


  He turned to admire his companion, grinning so hard his cheeks hurt. Damn, what a sexy man.


  Samael reclined on the pillow, one knee bent. His perfect uncut package rested on a thick, fuzzy thigh, still glistening with release. A big hand propped up on his forehead, bicep bulging, elbow pointed to the sky. Indigo eyes stared into space, and his mouth turned up in a strange half-smile. He looked like some sex god, all sated, relaxed… and amazed.


  "I've never done anything like that before." Sam looked at him and gave a smile full of wonder. "I never knew…"


  Bran couldn't say the same, but he hadn't expected doing it this morning. After the man had gone all Crazy McHottie on him last night, he figured he would need to avoid him at all cost; but Sam had been so repentant, seemed so guilty for scaring him— quietly talking him down— he decided to give him another chance. All night, Samael had reached for him. If he turned in his sleep, before long, he was pulled back into a warm embrace again. It had been so long since he had felt anything like it. He'd greatly enjoyed the cuddles, and wasn't scared anymore.


  So, this morning when Sam had started humping his butt, his cock all hard and warm… well, come on. He was so hot, and Bran was only human after all.


  Samael seemed to be searching Brandon's face. He didn't know what was on it, or what the guy saw, but all of a sudden, the wonder transformed into what looked like pain, affection, and something else that Bran couldn't name, before he finally glanced away again.


  "No one has ever looked at me like you do." Sam's voice was a heavy rasp.


  "How do I look at you?" Bran whispered back. He knew he had a tendency to wear his heart on his sleeve, and his face was very expressive. That was why he'd originally cut his hair so he could hide behind it. He hoped he wasn't showing too much.


  "With lust and affection, you look at me like you want me, Little Raven."


  Yep, he was showing too much. Crap! He knew it was too soon to feel anything for this man, but he did. It wasn't the L-word, not by any stretch of the imagination, but it was something. The guy was perfect. If he could create his dream man, Samael would be it.


  He had to nip it in the bud, wall it up, and hold back. He just wasn't ready to put himself out there after what Chris had done to him. Already, he trusted Samael too much for his own good. If he allowed it, Sam could really hurt him.


  Pull away. Put on the brakes.


  "Come on." Brandon sat up on the bed and threw his legs over the side. "You can't tell me people don't throw themselves at you. You're smokin'. Definitely could be a model without even trying, just by walking down the street."


  As Bran was going to get up and leave the bed, he was pulled backward into a solid chest and warm breath tickled his ear. "No one but you, Little Raven."


  He closed his eyes and tried to breathe through the ache in his chest. Shit, this was not good. "What does that mean? Little Raven?"


  He felt the man smile into his neck. "It's your name."


  "My name?"


  Samael pulled back to grin at him. "Yes. In Gaelic, Brandon means Little Raven, among other things. I think it suits you." Sam touched his black hair with gentle fingers and smoothed it back. Bran just lowered his chin and shook his head, forcing his bangs into place again, as he felt heat burning his cheeks.


  Sam chuckled.


  Time to change the subject!


  Brandon moved away, and pulled his sleep pants back into place as he stood. "So… umm… I'm going to jump in the shower. I'll make sure to leave you some hot water. Then we can get outta here and get you some stuff." He roamed around the room, gathering fresh clothing, trying not to give away how uncomfortable and confused he was. For the duration, he was hyperaware of the fact that he was not alone in the room.


  Not gonna look back, not gonna look back, not gonna look back, not gonna… shit!


  Bran glanced at the bed, where Sam was watching him intently, eyebrows arched in question. He had to get out of there. He practically ran to the door. "Be right out."


  CHAPTER 4


  Samael felt ridiculous. He was still clothed in the snug shorts from the night before, paired with a black T-shirt so tight, that if he raised his arm to scratch his nose, he heard it tear. Even with his arms down, a line of his stomach showed, because the damn thing wasn't long enough to cover him completely.


  If that wasn't enough to spark his embarrassment to an all-time high, he was wearing sandals that Bran had called 'flip flops', which covered a little more than half of the bottom of his foot. The ridiculous shoes cut into his arch every time he took a step. Which meant he had to hobble instead of walk.


  He felt like a giant wearing midget's clothes.


  Brandon had insisted he wear them though, saying most stores had a policy that their customers must have on a shirt and shoes. There was no other option either. They'd spent over an hour going through everything the little man owned, and this was the only thing that worked. If one could call it that.


  At one point, Samael was ready to turn the sheets into a toga, but Bran wouldn't allow it.


  At least Brandon looked better. In fact he was far too cheerful, snickering and snorting every time he glanced Sam's way, trying to rein in his amusement but failing, miserably. He had laughed so hard when Samael had come out of the bathroom in his borrowed attire, there were tears rolling down his face and he was nearly blue from not being able to breathe.


  It took him a full ten minutes to be able to talk.


  Bastard!


  Samael was glad to see the color back in his Little Raven's cheeks though. Before he'd left the bedroom for the shower, he'd paled considerably and his eyes had widened with fear. One minute Bran was looking at him as if he was an oasis in the desert. The next, he was afraid, and wearing the same expression Sam had seen too many times, on too many faces. There was no way to know what set him off. So much was going on; it could be any of it. They were basically strangers to each other, but Samael couldn't help but feel a connection to him.


  Maybe it was because he'd lost everything. Maybe because, no one had really ever seen him before. All he knew was being with Brandon felt right, and he did not want to see the man ever look at him that way again.


  As they approached the department store, Bran turned to open the door for him and lost it again. Samael was a few steps behind, and knew he probably resembled a penguin, or a black duck. Arms plastered to his side as he waddled forward, shuffling his feet to keep the stupid shoes from falling off. He could feel the shorts wedged into the crack of his ass too, so he knew the way he was moving was creating that 'very fashionable look' of raising just the inside of the shorts, making the hem fall at an angle, while the crotch bunched up. Lovely!


  Sam glared at Bran, but he was hunched over holding his stomach, so he didn't see. "Hardy, har, har," he said dryly.


  "Sorry. I'm so…" Bran looked up at him only to break down into fits of hysteria again. This had the great benefit of bringing his humiliation to the forefront of anyone in the area. Heads swinging. People pointing. Everyone trying to see what had someone roaring with laughter so hard they were wheezing.


  Maybe he should take a bow.


  "I am sooo going to get you back for this." Samael grumbled. "I have a long memory. I promise, someday your time will come." But he was trying to hold back his own amusement at the situation, and knew his lips were twitching with the effort.


  "I really am sorry." Brandon said in a squeak, trying to calm himself. "I can't help it. You're so hot, and that makes it so much worse." He quieted for a few breaths, wiping his eyes, but before long, he let out a bark of laughter once again. "I keep waiting for you to break into song, and start waving your hands around your head, showing your whole stomach to the world. Maybe we should've tied a knot in the front of the shirt, under your chest." The last few words were almost unintelligible through the chuckling.


  He couldn't keep it in anymore, so he joined in, chortling along. He knew he looked outrageous, and the whole situation was so bizarre, there really was nothing else to do but laugh.


  He didn't remember the last time he had let himself go like this. It felt… good. Freeing. Fun.


  After several long moments– when they'd both calmed enough to function– they entered the store, heading straight toward the shoes.


  ****


  That was the best shopping trip Bran could ever remember having. He couldn't recall ever having so much fun just buying clothes. They joked, poked fun at each other, pushed one another around, and just had a grand old time.


  He would never in his life, forget Samael in that outfit. He should have taken a photo. The man was so big, so strong and manly, that he looked even more insane because if it. There's Sam, all sexy combination of GQ and WrestleMania, dressed in an outfit that says 'hand-me-downs from my trailer trash little sister.' And when he walked, shuffling his feet, trying not to fall over… Oh god. He still had to chuckle every time he pictured it. Bran's mind drifted between thinking of Tommy Boy, 'Big man in a little coat," and Samael wearing a belly shirt, dancing around and singing, "It's raining men."


  It was just too much! He thought he was going to die laughing.


  When they finally made it to the clothing department, Sammy had made sure to point out that he liked color in his wardrobe, gesturing to the all-black outfit Bran was rocking and making a funny face. In response, Brandon picked out a flowery, colorful Hawaiian shirt and handed it to him. This was quickly tossed back, only to land on his head.


  He had thought about bringing Sam to his favorite store, Hot Topic, just to see his face, but they really didn't have that kind of time today. The idea of Samael wearing guyliner, in a spiked dog collar, and with a pair of fingerless gloves, made Bran want to purr. Not that he'd go for it.


  It was just an all-around great day.


  Sammy was now garbed in jeans and a blue t-shirt that made his eyes stand out, because Bran needed another reason to be drawn into them. Not.


  They had brought the bag with the remainder of the new clothes back to his car, picked up Sam's knife– because no one can go anywhere without a shiny, bejeweled gold dagger, of course— and went to the coffee shop to get some lunch. They were sitting outside now, munching on some sandwiches and talking like old friends.


  Brandon had heard about this phenomenon– where you meet someone and immediately feel like you've known that person forever— but he thought it was a bunch of bull. Now that it was happening to him, it was surreal.


  "So, your father disowned you?"


  "Pretty much, yes." Samael looked sad.


  "Why? I mean, I know that stuff happens sometimes, but why did he go to that extreme." There had to be more to the story.


  Samael was silent for a few minutes, but he seemed to be thinking, so Brandon waited patiently.


  The man finally did answer, but seemed to choose his words very carefully. "Well. My… brother. He did some horrible things, and blamed me for them."


  "And your dad believed him." It wasn't really a question, but Sam answered anyway.


  "Yes, and before I knew it, I was disavowed and removed with nothing to my name."


  "That's really harsh." And it was. I mean, jeeze. He could have at least let the guy take some clothes or something with him.


  "Yeah, well, sometimes my Father can be… stringent." Samael looked wary. "He always has his reasons though, even if he is not always forthcoming with them." There was something Samael wasn't saying, Brandon knew it. He didn't think the man was lying to him, just not giving all the deets. That was okay, though. He had some crap in his past that he didn't really want aired, in all its stinking misery. So, he got it.


  He did feel like he owed Sam something. After all, he did open up. This was no longer generic conversation, about books and music and such. This was personal, and deserved a bit of the same in return.


  "I've been on my own since I was eighteen. My mom died when I was ten." He glanced up at his companion. "Car crash. I wound up in foster care. The good thing is my foster parents sent me to college, and helped me get scholarships to pay for it. Then they were gone. They'd done their duty. The rest of it… well…" Brandon focused on his half-eaten sandwich again, pulling it apart.


  "Not so good, eh?"


  He shrugged. "I lived."


  "What about your father? Why did he not take custody of you?" Samael sounded concerned. It was… nice.


  "I don't know who he is, never met him." Bran tried to give Sam a smile, and knew it fell flat. It sucked not having a dad. Sucked even more the way people treated him sometimes because of it. Like his mom was some kind of whore or something, and then after her death, like a nobody.


  "I suppose everyone has their own story, huh?" Sam gave him a smile back, and then froze. His eyes had flickered over Bran's shoulder, and then flew back and stayed. He was just staring at something.


  Brandon turned to look, and before he knew what was happening Samael was running past his field of vision, chasing some guy. The stranger glanced back, and saw the big man barreling toward him. His eyes widened, and he took off, pushing people out of his way and jumping over bags and chairs, knocking a few over in the process. He threw down a trash can behind him as he ran, trying to block the oncoming train that was Samael. Sam just followed, dodging and weaving, trying to avoid the obstacles in his path.


  Bran didn't know when he'd gotten up, but he was running in the same direction, tagging along behind some distance. He wasn't as good at avoiding things, and he stumbled a few times, murmuring apologies at the irritated onlookers that he past. He turned the corner just in time to see Sam throw the man against the side of the building, behind the air conditioning unit that hid them from their hips down. Samael had wedged his forearm up against the man's neck and had the gold dagger up to the stranger's jugular.


  "What are you doing here, Levi?" Sam growled at the man. Brandon slowed his pace and walked closer, enthralled at the situation. It was like a car accident. He had to watch, couldn't look away.


  The stranger had long, greasy brown hair, and was lanky. He was small compared to Sammy, and his eyes looked… dead.


  "Ah, Sam old friend. How's it hangin'?" Instead of looking scared, the man just grinned.


  Samael lifted his arm away from the neck it had been attached to, and used his whole body to thrust it back again, making the man choke. "Answer me! What are you doing here, Levi? Who sent you?"


  "Ah, ah, ah." He practically sang through the rasp in his voice caused by the pressure on his larynx. "You know I can't tell you that. You're not involved anymore, on either side. Too bad. We could have used you, if you hadn't been so damn stubborn." The dude was still smirking, an evil impersonation of a smile, even though his voice sounded… well, strangled.


  "You're following me. In my book, that makes it my business. This is the second time today that I've seen you. The first time I blew off as happenstance. It is not going to happen again!" Samael was pissed. Bran could practically see the smoke coming out of his ears. He pushed the knife more firmly against the man's neck, drawing a little blood. "We are going to have a serious situation here, if you don't start talking."


  The stranger let out a little breathy laugh, but started looking more wary. "You can't kill me, Sam. You know you can't."


  Now Samael grinned. "Really? Take a look at the dagger in my hand, and then say that again."


  The man did as he was told, and his eyes practically popped out of his head. Hands up in the air in a pacifying gesture, he tried once more. "Come on man. You know the rules. You know I'm not supposed to say anything to you anymore."


  When Sam just pushed on the man harder, he closed his eyes and seemed to surrender. "Gadreel." He said in a choked whisper. "Gadreel sent me to watch you. Before you ask, I don't know why. He didn't tell me shit, probably in case something like this happened." He coughed before looking back up at his captor, this time pleading. "I'm just supposed to watch and report back, that's all. I swear, man. I swear."


  The stranger's eyes flicked to Brandon and his face followed, that evil sneer back in place. "You!" He let out a rough, nasty laugh. "Oh, this is rich. Just rich."


  Samael glanced at Bran too, and in that split second of lost concentration, Sam wound up sprawled on the pavement. The movement was too fast to see. When Bran focused back on the stranger, he looked different. He was bigger. Much bigger. His shirt was gone, his body and facial features slightly changed… oh, yeah, and he had wings. Great big, black-as-midnight wings that stretched out, fanning the air and giving the man lift. When he was a few feet off the ground, he grinned at Bran and said, "Your father is coming to get you." Then he was gone.


  Everything started to fade a little; clouds and floaters disrupted his vision, getting whiter and whiter and whiter, until Bran had to sit down. He could hear someone talking to him from very far away, and then nothing.


  CHAPTER 5


  Samael had known that he wouldn't be able to hold Levi once he'd broken his restraint. Given time to change back into demon form, there was nothing to be done. The only reason he was able to trap him in the first place was because he was bigger and stronger in human form, and there had been too many people around for Levi to shift out in the open. Once he'd freed himself, he'd changed and Sam didn't have a snowball's chance in hell of stopping him.


  That he had a Demon Dagger had given him some assistance in the matter. They were deadly to human and demon alike. Blessed by God Himself, the nifty little things worked better than holy water on a vampire. If Sam's grip would have slipped just a bit, gone just a little deeper, the demon would've been no more. However, he hadn't intended to kill… yet. He just wanted to know what was going on. Why was Gadreel having him followed? What the hell had that scum meant by Brandon's father?


  Speaking of the little imp, he was out for the count, head resting on Sam's lap. He'd seen Bran plop down on his butt, eyes all glassy and dazed, and knew he was shutting down. The human mind had huge potential for greatness, but it could only take so much before it needed to take a breather. Like a computer with an error. Error. Reboot. Restart. Let's try that again. He didn't know what had done it for Brandon, the father comment or the huge demon flying above him.


  He was going with the demon. Wings had a tendency to startle a man.


  Sam gently slapped his face, saying his name again. "Wakey, wakey, Sunshine."


  Brandon sat up straight as a board, looked at Samael, searched around and then had a bit of a moment.


  "Omygod, ohmyfuckingod! Wings. That man had wings. He said… he… My father? Flew away. The fucker flew! What. The. Fuck. Is. Going. On?" Bran's eyes were huge in his face and he was panting as if he'd run a marathon. If Sam did not defuse the situation quickly, his Little Raven was going to hyperventilate and lose consciousness again.


  "Hey, it's okay. You are safe. It's ok…"


  "Nothing about this is okay, asshole," the human interrupted. He was looking around like a horse ready to bolt, eyes rolling in his head and all.


  "Calm down and I shall explain." Sam grabbed his arm. "Bran, if you do not calm yourself, you are going to pass out again. Breathe. That's it. Deep slow breaths. Good, that's good."


  Brandon wrenched away. "Stop babying me, and start talking. Now."


  "Alright, just try to stay calm." The glare he was shot was sharper and more deadly than the Demon Dagger.


  Samael took a deep fortifying breath himself, let it out in a huff and talked. He told Bran about angels and demons, Heaven and Hell; explained to him about the war that had been raging for millennia. Confessed who he was, and in detail retold the story he'd given the man earlier about what happened to him, including the fact that Gadreel wasn't really his brother, but a fellow angel.


  He was surprised it went as well as it did. Brandon just sat there staring at him, as if he had grown a second head. One with nice shiny horns on top.


  He disclosed everything he could think of, rambling at some points, sometimes veering sharply off one subject to start another, just letting it all come out the way it would. Allowing the chips to fall where they may. He hadn't been fearful of much in his long life, he'd had no need; but he was afraid now.


  It was more than a fear of being alone, although that was there too. He was scared that Brandon would get hurt, and he just… wanted him. He wanted to be in his life, needed to feel his acceptance. No one had ever received him that way before, and he would be devastated to lose it now.


  Bran made things exciting. He was considerate and selfless, almost to a fault. He had undeniable spirit. He was good and kind, sweet and funny, and Sam was very attracted to him, inside and out. More than all of that, Bran really saw him and seemed to approve of what he'd seen. Samael could not imagine having to dwell on Earth knowing Brandon, but unable to be around him. Not speak to him. Never to touch him again.


  The idea was killing him.


  Finally, he stopped. He'd told his Little Raven all he could. Now it was up to him.


  Brandon was staring at his fingers, which were laced in his lap. Folding and unfolding them repeatedly. Sam could see the wheels turning in his head, so he allowed him to think. Just sitting there quietly, awaiting another judgment. Not knowing what would come. When Bran finally spoke, it was so soft Sam had to strain to hear.


  "You know, about a half an hour ago, if you would've told me all of that, I would've laughed in your face. I would never have believed it." He glanced up, his eyes half hidden behind his hair. "Seeing a man sprout wings and fly away has a way of changing things, I guess." He laughed bitterly, shaking his head. Then he was quiet again for a few moments, gazing into the distance.


  "Maybe I've gone crazy," he whispered finally. He turned back to Samael, giving him that look that he had come to cherish. The one that only Brandon had ever gifted him. "Call in the white coats and get me a strait jacket, because I think… I think, I believe you. I want to believe you, Sammy."


  Samael's shoulders slumped in relief. He grabbed the little man's hand and squeezed. He could feel tears stinging his eyes, so he looked away, sniffed hard and blinked a couple of times– getting himself under control.


  "Thank you, My Little Raven," he said, gruffly. "Thank you."


  ****


  Bran knew he was giving his trust away too easily again. He knew it was stupid, and probably setting him up for a nice tasty helping of crap, but he wanted to believe in Sam. So, he was taking the leap of faith, hoping at the end that he wouldn't find a bed of nails.


  "So, who was that guy?" Brandon asked.


  "That was Leviathan, the demon of envy. He goes by the name Levi in human form. He's one of Gadreel's cronies." There was something in Sammy's eyes when he talked about this Gadreel guy. Something dark and dangerous, that Bran didn't want to look at too closely.


  "But I thought… I thought that Satan controlled the demons?" he said in confusion. Nothing about this made sense. Not that Brandon was a big theology buff, but a lot of what Sam had told him didn't mesh with what he'd heard over the years.


  "Yeah. Sometimes, but at other times they do things for themselves, or for their friends or allies. Think about it like this: when someone employs you, they are your boss. Your employer gives you assignments during certain times of the day. Your free time is yours, and you may spend it doing things you enjoy, or helping your friend move, whatever you wish. That's basically how demon structure functions. Satan will give them assignments. Once completed, they can do whatever they wish to do."


  "Oh." Okay. Bran got that. That Levi guy was doing a friend a favor during his 'time off.' That favor just happened to be spying on Samael.


  "What did he mean… about my father?"


  "I do not know." Samael's eyebrows drew together. "I'm sure we'll find out soon enough though."


  That was true. If what Levi said was right, then his father was coming for him. Whatever the hell that meant.


  "What now?" He hoped Sammy had a plan, because he was lost in la-la-lupty-land. Trying to get his bearings in this new world that had opened up to him was taking all his brain activity.


  "Now? We shall go visit your ex, and try to talk him out of some money." Sam said decisively. "Anything else, we'll deal with as it comes."


  "Okay." Bran nodded and stood. "Okay." His legs were wobbly and he felt as if the ground kept shifting on him, like in the funhouse at the fair. He took a step and stumbled, falling. Before he could catch himself, he was aware of strong arms wrapping around him, leaning him on a wide, muscular chest. He looked up and right into the dark blue abyss that was Samael's eyes.


  "I've got you." Sammy said softly. "I will not allow you to fall."


  Brandon shifted his gaze to Sam's firm, masculine lips, which were getting ever closer. He leaned up to meet them, finally kissing the most fascinating man he'd ever met.


  Of course, he's fascinating. He's an angel. Or was an angel. Or… huh?


  When their mouths met, it was electric. It was barely skin on skin, it was so gentle, but it was as if one of them had walked across carpet with slippers on and then touched metal. He was shocked, but it was so good that Bran let out a guttural moan and every thought that had been floating through his brain went away. There was nothing but his Sammy and this kiss.


  It was over far too soon, Sam pulling away to study him. The awe and wonder was back, all over his face, and it made Bran smile. The man in his arms smiled right back at him, and his breath became trapped in his lungs at the sight. Damn!


  Some of the tension that had been radiating around his body left him, and he felt lighter. He knew somehow that everything would be okay. Somehow, it would all work out. Because Sammy has me, and he's not going to let me fall.


  "Let's get out of here, Little Raven." Sam said, making sure Bran was steady before stepping back and capturing Bran's hand in his own.


  The whole walk to the car, his angel held his hand. It was probably to make sure he didn't do a face plant in the parking lot, but he didn't care. He liked it. He liked it a lot.


  CHAPTER 6


  Samael was possessive and protective. Who knew? The entire drive to Brandon's ex, he kept stewing. He did not want his Little Raven around that imbecile. Part of it was that he did not want his Little Raven to get hurt again, but the other part was that Bran was his.


  Chris had put his hands on Brandon, had touched him, kissed him… hurt him. Sam was seeing red. He knew he was being irrational, and jealous, but he could not control it. He'd never had anything to be jealous about before, so this was a very new feeling for him. One he didn't completely understand, and was having a difficult time facing. By the time they reached the house, he was ready to rip the man's arms off and beat him to death with them.


  It probably wasn't a bad way to feel. With what Bran had told him, retrieving the money was not going to be effortless. They were about to have a showdown. Therefore, the fact that he was pumped up and ready to face a legion of demons, was probably a blessing. He just hoped he didn't get carried away and seriously injure the human.


  Yes, he was human now too, but he had been a warrior and the harbinger of death for eons. It was instinct. Ingrained in him. Granted, he was weaker and slower than he had been. He was without his powers and could not use his wings as a shield or weapon, but that was not going to aid someone who did not know the first thing about battle.


  He had to keep his head.


  They walked together to the front door and he watched as Brandon knocked, trying to control the buzz reverberating through him; trying to cool the blood that was pounding in his ears.


  After the third series of knocks, the door flew inward and a loud "What?" was shouted at them. When the man stepped into the frame, both he and Samael just gawked at each other for a moment, open-mouthed.


  Sam moved first, pushing Bran behind him and wedging his foot in the path of the door, while smacking it with his hand, to prevent it from closing. There was a struggle over it for a minute; until finally Samael unsheathed the Demon Dagger from the holster Brandon had purchased for him, and laid it against the demon's neck.


  He could hear Brandon yelling in the background, but ignored him.


  "Asmodeus? Fancy meeting you here." Sam narrowed his eyes on the demon of lust. "I wouldn't move too quickly if I were you."


  "What the fuck are you doing here, Samael?" The demon's mouth was pressed into a thin line and he kept glancing at the hilt of the weapon.


  "Funny, I was just wondering the same thing about you."


  Brandon had quieted and was looking back and forth between them, trying to understand. "Chris? You two know each other? Wait, Sam, what did you call him?"


  "He called me Asmodeus, my tasty little morsel— for that is my name." The demon grinned at Bran before focusing again on the danger.


  "Little Raven, this is Asmodeus, the demon of lust. A… you know Brandon. Now that the introductions have been made, I want answers. You are going to provide them for me." The buzz humming through Sam was getting stronger and he took strength from it, used it to focus.


  Asmodeus leered at him. "You look good Sam. Why don't you come in, and we'll have a little… hmmm… chat." He waggled his eyebrows and licked his lips, and Samael felt sick.


  "I don't think so. I am perfectly fine right here. What's going on A?"


  "You know I can't tell y–" he started, only to cut off with a hiss as Samael pushed the blade tighter against his throat.


  "Not what I want to hear. What is wanted with Brandon? Why the entire pretense about money? Tell me!"


  "His father. His father wants him, so he set up a situation where Brandon would have no choice." Asmodeus was sweating, filling Sam's nostrils with the stink of his fear. He never was one for fighting. Mental manipulation and sex were his strengths.


  "Who? Give me a name."


  "I can't. You know I can't. I've already told you too much." Samael drew the dagger in closer, barely breaking skin, but A just closed his eyes and prepared for the deathblow. Only two things stopped him from delivering it: he didn't want to have to explain why he killed a demon when he had been denounced— it wasn't his business anymore– and Brandon was standing behind him. He didn't want his Little Raven to see that.


  "I'm only going to say this once, so listen very closely, Asmodeus. You will call this drug dealer and see to this problem. You will ensure his harassment of Brandon ceases immediately. Then you shall spread the word that Bran is off-limits. Inform whom you must. If I catch you, his father, or any other demons around him, I shall destroy you all. Do you understand? You know I am able, Asmodeus— and I will. This is no idle threat. You have seen me in action. I am permitting you one free pass. If there is the occasion that I see you again, it will be the last time, because you will be subsisting in the Seventh level of Hell for the whole of eternity. Understood?" By the time the last words had left Sam's lips, his voice was a low growl and he was emitting serious pressure on the blade in his hand, practically leaning on A to do it. One movement and the demon was finished.


  Asmodeus stood there frozen and sweating. "Yes, yes. I got it. I got it," he whispered, barely moving his mouth.


  Samael released the demon and backed away, latching onto Brandon's arm as he went. He kept his eyes on his enemy until the door had shut, before finally turning and hustling Bran toward the car.


  ****


  Brandon had stepped into the fucking rabbit hole. Hell, stepped? He'd dove in headfirst. He kept waiting for a cat to materialize out of thin air, and start making smart-ass comments. He wouldn't be surprised. Nothing could bring that emotion out of him right now. Any emotion, really.


  He felt numb. Empty. His limbs were made of lead and his head filled with cotton. He was in shock.


  Samael guided him around the car and into the driver's seat, before walking around and getting in himself. When Bran just sat there staring off into space, Sam touched his arm and started talking to him. Not that he heard any of it.


  Okay, the earthquake could stop anytime. Really. "Brandon, look at me." Oh, he was the one shaking, not California. "Look at me!"


  He did as he was told, and saw concern and fear in Sammy's eyes, but he didn't feel anything. His body was no longer his own.


  "Can you drive? Hey, Bran? Can you drive the car?"


  Bran stared at him a moment longer before nodding.


  "Okay. Drive us back to your apartment. If I could do it I would, but…"


  Right. Sammy was an angel, and didn't know how to drive. Annnnnd his ex-boyfriend was a demon, his father was coming for him, people with wings were following them…. ashes, ashes. They all fall down. Wee!


  "Brandon?" His angel's voice was soft and his touch gentle on Bran's face, petting him. "Let us get you home, okay? It's going to be all right. I have you."


  Home. Drive home. He could do that. Yeah.


  He didn't remember the drive at all. He didn't know which route he'd taken, if he'd stopped at all the right places, followed the speed limit, or used his blinker. He might as well have been drunk off his ass, because he was just not there. It was like trying to remember a dream the next day, but only getting fuzzy bits and pieces. Before he knew it, he was at his front door trying to put the key in the lock, but the damn thing kept jumping away from him every time he got close. Stupid moving doorknob.


  Samael pried the keys from his fingers and ushered him into the apartment, steering him by his elbow to the bedroom. He was shaking again, so hard that his teeth rattled together and he bit his tongue.


  Sam calmly started to undress him, peeling away his clothing one article at a time. When he got to his shoes, the man maneuvered him gently until he was sitting on the bed, before kneeling down and taking them off. He was free balling, so after his pants had been removed he was naked and cold. Very, very cold.


  Samael laid him down on the bed and covered him with the blanket up to his chin, before making short work of his own clothing and climbing in bed beside him. He pulled Bran almost on top of him, forcing his body into compliance. As Bran lay there, with his head cradled on Sam's chest, listening to his breathing, his angel rubbed his back in slow, gentle circles, murmuring, "I've got you," and "it's okay," over and over in his ear.


  He didn't know how long they lay together that way on the bed, but eventually he started coming back to himself again. The sky had darkened and the room was bathed in purple by the time Bran had stopped shivering. He realized at some point that he had started to cry. Runaway tears were sliding down his cheeks without his permission, bathing his face and forming a puddle on the chest he was resting on— like a faucet that wouldn't stop dripping. He gathered his strength and pulled the blanket up to wipe his face.


  He looked up at his beautiful angel, who was staring down at him in concern. "Are you alright, my Little Raven?"


  Speaking was hard, but when he finally found his words all he could get out was, "I… can't… I can't," and it was like a dam had crashed open. He started blubbering and gasping, sobbing like he never had before. He didn't know why he was crying, except that he was so overwhelmed with everything, that his body didn't know how to contain it. It was being expelled in a storm of emotion that he couldn't control. It didn't last long, and as he hiccupped and sighed out the last of his tears, he felt lighter for having let it out. He could think again.


  His world had completely flipped on its axis but Sammy had caught him. His angel had not let him fall. He'd held him and taken care of him. Nothing was what it seemed, and nothing would ever be the same again, but he wasn't alone. He needed to be reminded of that. He needed life affirmation. He needed… just needed…


  Bran lifted himself up a little, crawling higher to reach Sam's face. His angel was studying him, eyebrows drawn together. Bran leaned over him, whispered "Samael" against his lips before capturing the man's mouth with his own.


  The kiss was not gentle or sweet. It was wild, and rough and perfect, and Sam gave as good as he got. They grabbed at each other— frantic hands searching, squeezing, pulling each other closer— attempting to climb into one another's bodies. It wasn't enough.


  Bran had been flipped onto his back once more in the frenzy, groaning as Sam's weight landed atop him. Yes. "Please. I need you Sammy."


  Sam pulled back and looked at him in confusion, and Brandon didn't wait for permission before reaching between them and fisting the man's enticing erection. Those dark blue eyes closed and he moaned deep in his throat, thrusting a few times. Bran let go and pushed him onto his back, grabbing the lube and crawling between his legs.


  He slicked up one hand and brought it around behind him to his hole, relishing the burn as he unceremoniously thrust two fingers inside. Using his other hand, he balanced himself enough to lean down and drag his tongue up the shaft of his lover, watching as his balls drew up and his cock waved hello.


  "Oh!" Samael, who had been watching him, reclining on his elbows, fell back on the bed and closed his eyes.


  Sam was so hard, his foreskin had withdrawn and the head was almost purple with blood. Bran licked at a bead of pre-cum on the tip, dipping his tongue in the slit a few times searching for more, before using his lips to nibble at whatever skin was left around his glans. He relished the sounds that Sammy made. The man's hands were scrambling for something to hold on to and his panting had turned into a breathy "Ha, ha, ha," sound that Bran loved.


  The whole time, Bran was fucking himself with his fingers, preparing himself for what was to come. He added a third finger before using the flat of his tongue on his lover's frenulum, laving the bundle of nerves on the underside of the head.


  Then he stopped, waiting until his Sammy looked at him. Reminding him where he was and who he was with; verifying it for himself in the process. He needed their connection right now, more than he did the act. When Sam looked up, Brandon sucked the whole cock into his mouth. The half groan, half shout made him pull back though. He didn't want it to be over before they'd even started.


  Bran was about ready anyway, and in the end, impatience won.


  Removing his fingers, he turned around to dig through the bedside table, coming back with a condom. He opened the packaging with his teeth, pulled it out, and rolled it down his lover's long, thick shaft, before coated it with more lube. When he was satisfied with his work, he crawled up his man's body— like a cat stalking its prey— taking his mouth in a feral kiss while straddling his hips.


  He leaned back, high on his knees, and reached under himself to place the cock where he wanted it. As it touched his hole, he looked directly at Samael. The man's pupils were so dilated that they almost took over his irises completely, making them look black. He saw confusion and desire in their depths. Continuing to hold Sam's gaze, he sat back, relaxing to take him inside. As the first ring of muscles released, Sammy grunted and jerked his hips, pushing a few more inches in and causing Bran to moan.


  "Brandon?" Samael panted out, eyes wide.


  "Feels so good... Ohgod… You feel so good."


  Bran rocked himself onto the shaft, slowly taking it in, until his balls rested on his lover's pelvis. Samael was magnificent, head thrown back, muscles bulging. He didn't think he'd ever seen a more awesome sight.


  Sam was not small by any means, so he stilled for a moment, giving his body a chance to adjust. Once he felt ready, he held his palms out to the man. "Give me your hands."


  Samael complied, and Brandon threaded their fingers together, using it as leverage to help him move. And move he did. He rode Sammy hard, lifting and falling, taking him as deep as he could. After a few minutes, Sam began to thrust in tandem with his movements, their breaths and moans filling the room. Bran had never been a quiet lover, and he was whimpering and groaning with each delicious sweep of that fat cock across his prostate. His own penis was weeping, and he could barely catch his breath.


  "Oh, God... Sammy. Yes!" It felt wonderful. It felt right. His blood was coursing through his veins, adrenaline and endorphins were flooding his system, making him feel more alive than ever. The connection with Sam was right there too, linking them together the whole time. This was what he'd needed.


  Unexpectedly, Samael sat up, wrapping his arms around him and pulling him close. Their gazes locked, and Bran still saw the desire there, but it was joined with affection and a deep yearning that pulled at his soul. Sam threaded a hand in his hair and then they were kissing, locked in a passionate embrace while their bodies undulated together searching for release. The new position put even more friction on Brandon's prostate, and trapped his erection against Sam's washboard stomach, where it rubbed with every motion.


  Their mouths broke apart in an attempt to find air, but they continued to hold each other close as they rocked faster, their orgasms building toward that magnificent peak.


  Sam tensed in his arms. "Bran… I am… I… Oh…"


  Bran understood, because he was right there with him.


  Then they were both flying over the cliff together, clinging to each other. Not alone.


  Never alone.


  CHAPTER 7


  Samael lay in bed, staring up at the nothingness above him. Darkness had fallen quite some time ago, and the room was encased in shadow. Brandon was sleeping peacefully, curled atop him; the midnight hair at his crown tickling Sam's chin, while he absently stroked the man's back.


  He was too unsettled to find his own rest. His Little Raven's distress had troubled him so. He didn't blame Bran for reacting the way he did. He knew better than most how it was when everything you knew was ripped away from you, to be replaced with the unfathomable. Only, when Brandon had let go, his tears had broken Samael's heart. He had required the release. Sam hoped that when he awoke, he would have renewed strength.


  Unfortunately, Sam did not believe one thing Asmodeus said. He was a demon after all, and they were not renowned for their good word. A confrontation was approaching, and not the kind that he appreciated. There were too many unknowns in the situation. There was no way to prepare. Who was Bran's father that he was in league with demons? Why was the man coming for his long lost son now, and why in such a perplexing way? What did he have to do with the whole situation? Was it only because he was in the wrong place at the wrong time, or was there more to it than that? He had no doubt at this point that the twenty thousand dollars was some kind of set up, but he did not know why.


  He sighed and rubbed his free hand down his face. There was just no way of knowing, until the trouble met them head on. For the first time, though, he was truly glad he was here; no matter the situation that brought him. He would stand by Brandon come what may and they would fight together.


  Samael and Brandon together was a good thing.


  Sam thought back over the last few hours and the astonishing things that had taken place. With how horribly upset Bran was he had not expected affection of any kind, never mind what had actually happened. He had wanted only to hold him and give him comfort. When his Little Raven had kissed him so fiercely, the protectiveness in him mixed with the adrenaline and endorphins still flooding his body– from the confrontation with the demon– to create an explosion of which Sam had never known.


  And then… he was back in Heaven once more.


  He hadn't known what to expect, but what he had felt was beyond his wildest imaginings. Each touch, every kiss, all of it— he could not find the words to describe such a thing except beautiful, marvelous, satisfying, amazing. He was in awe.


  Brandon stirred and pressed a chaste kiss to the center of his chest before looking up at him.


  "Hello, Little Raven. How are you feeling?"


  "Better. I'm still really confused and scared." He snuggled deeper. "I don't feel like I've lost my mind anymore and when I am right here, I feel safe."


  "You should. Nothing could get to you without going through me first." He smiled down at Bran, and received a small one in return but it quickly died.


  Brandon's eyes had filled with fear again, but this time Sam knew it was not of him. Bran whispered. "Sammy? You said you would help, right? Protect me?"


  "Yes, I did."


  Bran cleared his throat and looked away. "Umm… you're… uh... still gonna, right?"


  Samael's chest ached and his throat closed up. "I give you my word, Little Raven. I will not leave you. No matter what comes, we shall face it together."


  The smile Brandon gave him could have lit up the entire bedroom. This night was just full of gifts. Sam's heart felt as if it would burst.


  They lay there for a while longer, stroking each other's skin. There was nothing sexual about it, but it was wonderful in its own right. Samael's stomach broke the silence, growling out its discomfort at being empty for so long.


  Bran laughed. "I guess I should feed you. We need to keep up your strength."


  "It has been quite a while since our lunch, but I am enjoying this so much that I don't want to move."


  The man gave him a grin and then shifted, pulling on Sam's hand. "Come on. We can come back once we've had some dinner."


  They both pulled on some loose shorts– Sam's actually fit this time– and moved to the kitchen.


  ****


  Brandon pulled some sandwich fixings out of the fridge. There was no way he was in the mood to cook, and it was too late for any of the take-out places to be open. He did feel better. He could have sworn for a minute there that he was going to wake up in an insane asylum. He knew he probably looked like elephant dung; his guyliner running, forming raccoon eyes– which were probably red and puffy— face all blotchy. Not that he gave a flying fuck, and Sam didn't seem to either. It was probably a testament to how worried his angel was that he wasn't ragging on him; giving him some shit in return for their shopping trip.


  He hated crying, and avoided it at all cost, especially in front of other people. This time, though, it just happened, and he felt like a teapot whistle had blown and relieved some of the pressure. What the tears didn't handle, the sex took care of. Holy fuckoli, was that great!


  If he could just not be scared of what tomorrow would bring, he would feel like himself again. The promise Sammy had made helped a lot. He seemed like his word meant the world to him, and looked pleased to give it.


  At least one of them was pleased. Brandon was not happy with himself one bit. He was such a pussy and showed it tonight, blubbering like a girl. Ugh! It was pathetic. He knew he couldn't help himself, and it was his body's way of coping, but still. Then to be all 'protect me daddy' with Sam, but he wasn't stupid. He was the kid that got the swirlies, the one who got beat up and bullied; but even if he wasn't, these were demons. Hello. Fuck no, thank you very much.


  Sam watched him as he made the sandwiches— good old peanut butter and jelly on white, yum— but it didn't seem as if he was curious about the correct way to cut bread. "Will you stop, please?" Bran froze. What was Sammy not hungry anymore? "You were in shock. The body reacts to that differently for each person, but it is never pleasant. Stop chastising yourself for it."


  Bran blushed a deep red and hid his eyes with his bangs. Shit! Damn, stupid, over expressive face.


  Samael grabbed his chin to force his face up. "You pulled yourself out of it fairly quickly, that takes strength. Your body dealt with the issues and resolved them. That is nothing to be embarrassed about." His angel gave him a peck on the mouth. "Let us eat."


  What a freckin' cool guy! Bran had felt like shit, Sam told him it was okay and why, and let it go so as not to add to his embarrassment. Brandon didn't know what he'd done to deserve to meet Samael, but whatever it was, he had to thank his lucky stars.


  CHAPTER 8


  Sam followed Brandon to the small couch, smiling his success the whole way. He felt somewhat guilty being happy at the man's discomfort, but he was very pleased with himself all the same. He had been studying Bran, and was finally able to decipher the minute nuances of his features to predict what he was thinking. His first guess was correct. He did not like that Bran was embarrassed, but he understood it. If he had been the one to show weakness in front of another, he would be disappointed in himself as well. He let it go, but inside he was gloating a little.


  Samael sat beside his Little Raven and took the plate he was handed. "So, what is the name for this, Bran?" He pulled the slices of bread apart and sniffed. It smelled delicious.


  "Peanut butter and strawberry jelly." Bran smiled and took a big bite of his own sandwich. Sam followed suit and found it tasted as good as it smelled.


  They ate in companionable silence for a while, before talking about the project that Brandon was working on. A knock at the door had them both frozen.


  A short glance at Brandon showed that he was looking at Samael, eyes wide with fear. He was obviously not expecting company. Sam put his plate on the coffee table.


  "Bedroom. Hide," he growled, and Bran darted off and shut himself in the room.


  Samael was just standing when the door crashed in, breaking the frame and banging against the wall before coming to a stop half off its hinges. Three armed men strode through: Asmodeus, some human that he had never seen before, and…


  "Gadreel?"


  Sam reached for the Demon Dagger, but realized it was not on him. He had left it in the bedroom thinking it wasn't needed.


  "Hello Samael. What a pleasure it is to see you." The angel's smile was all teeth, saying without words, that it was no pleasure at all. Sam was right there with him on that.


  He narrowed his eyes at his enemy. "What are you doing here, Gadreel?" He had been asking that question a lot, as of late.


  The human answered instead, flashing the gun in his hand. "Master C is here in person to collect the money he is owed."


  Money? The twenty thousand dollars. Shit! Everything slammed into his head at once, like a fast moving picture slide show. He remembered it all. The entirety of what he had discovered, or Brandon had told him, fit themselves together in a psychotic puzzle in his mind; one that he had not had all of the pieces to, until now.


  "Carlos, Chris. I saw Carlos, and two other of Master C's goons. No, let me rephrase that, I saw their fists and guns."


  "So, he told me to call the man he got the drugs from, said he would loan me the cash."


  "Your father is coming to get you."


  "I don't know who he is, never met him."


  "His father. His father wants him, so he set up a situation where Brandon would have no choice."


  "No!" It was not possible.


  Gadreel laughed evilly, walking to the window by the couch. "You always were too smart for your own good, Sam."


  "You're... you're his… father?"


  "That's right. Brandon is my flesh and blood. You know what they say, 'like father like son.'" The angel had a sneer on his face, while his two companions were snickering.


  That was a fabrication of the highest degree. His Little Raven was nothing like Gadreel. Nothing. Bran was good, loyal, and selfless. Gadreel was the complete opposite of those things.


  "What do you want with him?" Sam snapped, trying to keep all of the men and their weapons in his line of sight simultaneously.


  "Well, that is very simple." The angel leaned back against the window, and crossed his arms. "He is mine." Sam's hackles rose. Brandon was his not Gadreel's. "Bran is Nephilim, and has gifts that will come in quite handy to me. It is time he thanked me for giving him life, and used them in loyalty to me. Besides," Gadreel broke away from the window and walked to the center of the room. "He has been without his father for far too long, poor fellow. It's more than time he got to know his dear old dad."


  No! This was not happening. Gadreel had taken everything from him; he was not going to take Brandon too.


  The angel made a motion with his hand and the two armed men surrounded Samael, their handguns directed at his head. Sam looked at Asmodeus. The demon seemed wary, as he should be. "You remember what I said to you A?" Sam whispered.


  Fear filled Asmodeus' eyes. Oh, he remembered all right. "Don't Sam. You are only human now." He sounded firm and sure, but the hand holding the gun was trembling slightly.


  "You will be the first." Sam growled at him quietly. He almost expected the demon to piss his pants. Human or not, Asmodeus was afraid of him. Rightly so.


  "Brandon!" Gadreel shouted. "Come out here boy."


  "No, Bran, stay where you are." Sam yelled in reply.


  Gadreel stared at him, eyebrows furrowed. "We have Samael at gunpoint, Bran. We will shoot him if you do not show yourself."


  Sam cursed. His Little Raven was too loyal not to respond to that threat, and he knew it.


  "Calm down," the angel directed at Sam. "It's not as if this place is big. We would find him anyway."


  He knew that was the truth, but he'd hoped he could stop them in time; even if his death was the price. Samael was probably the only being he knew that held no fear of Death. Not that he wanted to go yet, he did not want to leave Bran like that.


  A minute later, Brandon came out of the bedroom and solemnly walked directly toward him. He was fully dressed now. As he approached, the other men backed away slightly, still aiming their weapons at Sam.


  Bran stepped up beside him, and reached around placing a hand at the small of Sam's back. There was something in it. The Demon Dagger! The blind faith the man showed was humbling. He just hoped he did not let his Little Raven down.


  As inconspicuously as possible, he shoved the blade down the back of Samael's shorts, while speaking to their captors. "What do you want?"


  "Ah, Brandon. Good to finally meet you, son." The 'son' comment had Sam flinching.


  His Little Raven raised his chin in defiance. "Who are you and what do you want from me?"


  "I am Master C and you, my dear boy, owe me a lot of money. Now, I know you do not have it. Carlos, here," he indicated the human with a tilt of his head, "has told me as much; but seeing as it has recently come to my attention that you are my child, I am willing to overlook it."


  The angel allowed the words to sink in for a minute before continuing. "On one condition. You come work for me."


  Brandon pushed his hair off his face– which Sam knew was significant because it was always in his eyes when he was nervous– then his Little Raven looked at him and held his gaze. Samael used his newfound ability to read the little man's expressions. He told him without words that he had heard everything from the bedroom, and he was not going with Gadreel. I would rather die than go with that evil man. What is your plan Sam? Let's do something. Let's get out of here. I am staying with you no matter what. We fight this together remember, together!


  Right! The private conversation was just what Samael needed. He bolstered his courage and turned back to their enemy, slowly sliding his hand around behind him to grasp the hilt of the dagger.


  Bran tipped his chin down, hiding his face once more, and then turned to the angel. "So, you are my father?"


  Gadreel latched on to that; anything to get what he wanted. "That's right, Brandon. No one here is going to hurt you. You come with me, and we will get to know each other." Gadreel schooled his expression into one of regret. Man, was he good. "I am so very sorry that I have not been there for you. I didn't know about you until recently, but we can change all of that."


  Brandon slowly stepped toward the angel, drawing everyone's attention to himself. Damn, but his man had some balls. Asmodeus had lowered his weapon slightly, and the human now had his pointed somewhere around the couch. Both of the men's focus was split between the protection of their boss, and Samael. Their boss was winning. Stupid, very stupid.


  "What about the money?" Bran was now a few feet away from the angel, and Sam was slowly edging his way toward the other two men in the room.


  Gadreel gave a flick of his hand. "If you come with me, you'll have all the money you want. The amount you owe, well, let's just consider it a bonus."


  "What could I possibly do for you?" Almost there, almost.


  "Your dreams…"


  Just then, Samael moved— thrusting the dagger through Asmodeus' heart, and then spinning to the human. He knew the blessing on the blade would do its work, and the demon would be down. As he turned, he flung his left hand up, capturing the muzzle of the gun, pushing it upward and setting it off in the ceiling. At the same time, his right hand brought the dagger up and in an arch, slicing the human's throat. He felt no remorse. That's what you get for putting your hands on his Little Raven!


  In seconds, both of them were dead, and Sam was facing Gadreel.


  It was not quick enough.


  Gadreel had changed; his huge silver wings nearly the length of the room. He didn't deserve to wear silver; they should be black, as dark as his soul.


  The angel had Brandon pulled up against his chest, a blade to his throat.


  "Nice Samael. I see you haven't lost your skill."


  "Release him Gadreel. It's over." Samael started toward them, but heard a hiss come from Bran that froze him in place.


  Brandon was standing on the tips of his toes, a large forearm wrapped across his neck. The blade pierced him, just under his right ear and a small amount of blood was beading there. Sam could throw his dagger, but he did not have much room to work with and was afraid to hit Bran instead. He did not even know if the Demon Dagger would work on Gadreel. Technically, he was still an angel. Barely.


  Some help would be nice right now. He thought out toward the heavens, not really expecting an answer.


  Bran released the forearm he was holding on to for balance, and pushed his hair back. Samael looked him in the eye. The little man's face said, "Get ready."


  Gadreel was sneering at him, "Samael, you know better than that, there is nothing you can do to stop me. That dagger in your hand will not work on me."


  "Are you so sure of that Gadreel?"


  "I am an angel." He spat at Sam.


  "A technicality I am sure will be remedied forthwith." Samael replied calmly. "Your soul is as evil as any demon's, I am sure the blessing will be able to tell that. Are you willing to risk it, Gadreel? Are you willing to risk the Seventh level of Hell?"


  The angel's uncertainty was plain and he roughly pulled Bran closer to him. "I'll kill him, Sam."


  Samael glanced at Brandon's face again. It said, "Now!"


  Bran reached behind himself and squeezed the angel's balls, hard. In reaction, Gadreel pushed him away, leaving himself open. Samael threw the blade with all the force he could, strengthened by his anger at Gadreel, by his fear for Brandon's safety, by all of the things that had been taken from him. The dagger flew swift and true, and buried itself in the center of the angel's chest.


  Gadreel released Brandon, and his Little Raven flew at him. Sam hugged him close and watched the angel, waiting to see if the blessing would take him from this plain, or if it would not have any effect on him at all.


  At first, nothing happened. Gadreel who had been staring at the dagger in horror, focused on Sam with a big grin on his face and started to chuckle. Suddenly, his silver wings started to darken, slowly losing their radiance; becoming a soft grey that grew and deepened until it was a rich black. The angel's features rearranged themselves as the amusement disappeared, replaced by fear.


  "No. Noooo!"


  As they watched, a stark light flared out from the Demon Dagger in Gadreel's chest. He startled, and reached for the hilt, tugging and pulling, trying to wrench the thing from him. The light enveloped him, and with a final flash, he disappeared.


  The only thing remaining to remind them of what had happened that night was the dagger on the floor, and the human lying dead on the carpet. The two demons were gone, transported to their eternity. Sam never had to deal with Gadreel again.


  Samael gazed down into his Little Raven's face. "You were so courageous and strong. I am very proud of you."


  The smile he received from the praise was glorious. Sam leaned down to kiss Bran and as their lips touched, a cough interrupted them.


  They startled apart and Samael pushed Brandon behind him and faced the danger. There in front of them were Raphael and Michael. They stood there gawking at the angels for a moment.


  Mike was the one to pull him out of his stupor. "Hey, buddy."


  Sam snapped. "Now? You arrive now? I could have used your help a little while ago, you know."


  The angels were both chagrined. Raph was the one to respond. "We weren't permitted to help you. That was something you had to do on your own."


  Of course it was. "What brings you here, then?"


  Michael looked guilty. "Yahweh wants to see you." Without further conversation, the angels each took an elbow pulling him away from Brandon.


  His Little Raven was standing there, looking scared and confused. His expressive face was communicating a series of "No" and "You promised you wouldn't leave." It broke Sam's heart.


  There was nothing he could do; one moment he was standing in the little apartment staring into pain filled chocolate brown eyes and the next he was in Yahweh's temple in Heaven.


  White marble columns extended three stories up to an intricately painted ceiling, adorned in rose gold. The solid silver floor was cool against his bare feet, and yellow gold acted as crown molding and baseboards to trim the room. Statues sat on pedestals near the walls, and colored glass turned the windows into artwork. Large, sparkling diamond chandeliers hung down, creating rainbows when the light hit them. It was glorious, but Samael could not appreciate it at the moment.


  The angels released Sam and left him, closing the solid oak doors on their way out. The sound of them shutting reverberated around the temple. He did not know why he was back here, but there must be a reason.


  Sam strode forward, down the aisle in the center of the columns, toward the large adorned throne at the back of the room. As he reached his destination, he knelt and bowed his head in respect, raising his fist up to his heart. He knew he would not see God in person. In his human form with his powers removed, he would perish if he were near Him, so he was not surprised when the Spirit entered.


  The Divine Spirit looked like a mixture of floating clouds and a mirage that one might see in a desert, completely opaque, but there nonetheless.


  The mist spoke. "Be at ease my child."


  Sam relaxed his stance and looked up, but remained on his knees. "You summoned me, My Lord?"


  "I did. You have done well."


  "I apologize, forgive my impertinence My Lord, but I do not understand." Samael was so confused.


  The Spirit flowed over his body, offering comfort. "No apology is required. I allowed your denouncement for a purpose. You who have always been faithful and loyal to me, I would never have permitted your removal otherwise."


  The mist moved away and back toward the throne. Sam just kneeled quietly, waiting for what God had to say. "Brandon was in grave peril, not only his body but also his soul. If Gadreel had succeeded, Brandon as you know him would have been destroyed. I could not allow that. The boy needed protection. Who better to see to that, but the one who has had so much grief thrust upon him from the source? Only, if I had disclosed to you that Gadreel's offspring was in need of the help, your animosity toward him would have carried over to Brandon."


  Sam's back went up at the pronouncement that His Lord thought him unable to carry out his duties because of his emotions. He had never before let that hinder him.


  "Now Samael, I am fully aware of that." Sam was chagrined, but the amusement in the Sovereign Voice calmed him.


  "My sincerest apologies, My Lord."


  "No need. Search yourself, my child. Would you have been able to put aside your differences with the father, to do right by the son? Or was it better that you grew to know Brandon with no knowledge of his birth?"


  Would things have been different had he known Bran was Gadreel's son? Probably. He would have done his duty, but no more. He wouldn't have given his Little Raven a chance.


  "I agree. That is why I allowed what I did. He needed you, and you Samael, need him as well. You received your justice, which is why you were given no assistance. You deserved that privilege. Gadreel is where he belongs, and Brandon is safe. Now it is time for you to make a choice."


  Sam looked up at the Spirit, wishing his Lord were with him in flesh so that he could see his face. "A choice, My Lord?"


  "Your assignment has been completed. You have fulfilled your duty and you may be reestablished in the ranks. Of course, you shall receive all your powers and be restored to your station completely. Alternatively, if you should so choose, you may go back to earth and to Brandon. If that is your choice, I would expect you to assist him with his awakening powers. He has prophetic dreams and will be continually coming into more gifts as the years pass. You would be his advisor and teacher, and your lives shall be tied, so that the day he passes, shall be the day you return as well." Yahweh's voice had no inflection, as if he did not care either way. "Make your choice Samael."


  There was no choice to be made. Sam had been alone for millennia. As Death, he had few friends— like Michael and Raphael— that understood him and stood by him. Nearly every other being had looked upon him with revulsion and fear. He found no acceptance, no inclusion, no succor; he was alone. Brandon wanted him.


  Brandon looked at him with affection and approval.


  He needed his Little Raven.


  "That, my dear Samael, was why you needed him as much as he needed you." He could hear the smile in God's voice.


  "If it should please My Lord, I would choose Earth." He was grinning.


  "Granted." God pronounced. More softly, he added, "I approve. You more than most, deserve some happiness. Go now. I shall have Michael escort you home."


  Home. Brandon was his home now.


  Sam bowed once more to his Lord, taping his chest with his fist before rising and starting back toward the door.


  He was almost there when Yahweh stopped him. "Samael?"


  Sam turned. "Yes, My Lord?"


  "You should have trusted my Judgment."


  CHAPTER 9


  Bran stood there gaping at the place where his angel had been. Sam was gone. He'd just disappeared, one minute there, the next… nothing.


  Was he coming back? Brandon remembered what Chris had said to him about the cheating. "For you?" He didn't think so. The guy was an angel, he probably got his wings back and would look at his time with Bran as 'some fun he'd once had with a silly human.' Wait, did angels do that? He didn't know.


  Bran didn't even think he was considered human anymore. If his father was an angel, what did that make him? A half angel?


  Well, one thing at a time; he couldn't keep standing there staring at nothing. He walked over to the door, lifted it up as much as he could to level the hinges, and slowly fought it closed.


  What now?


  Bran looked around the room. Carlos was dead on his floor. He should probably call the police department, but how was he supposed to explain what happened to the cops? Umm… yeah, this guy broke into my apartment with some demons and angels, they were holding my boyfriend and me at gunpoint and so he killed them and then disappeared with some more angels. Right. Sure.


  Can you say loony-bin-lock-up three times fast?


  Brandon scrubbed his hands down his face. He was lost. And alone.


  Again.


  He couldn't bear to look at Carlos' dead body anymore. Seeing dead people on TV was nothing like in real life. The man's eyes were still open and glazed, his mouth lax, and there was a gapping maw in his neck where Sam had slashed it. Blood was pooled under his whole body. Bran didn't even know people had that much blood. It was seriously gross. He knew he should probably feel bad for the guy, but he didn't. The man deserved everything he got and more.


  He strode over to the closet to get a sheet to cover Carlos, and as he was walking back to the living area there was a knock at his door. Bran froze.


  After the last time, he wasn't sure what he was supposed to do. Were there demons out there? Angels? Leprechauns? The Keebler Elf?


  Ugh! He couldn't keep from answering forever.


  Slowly he stepped around the couch, keeping his ears pealed. All his senses were heightened and his hands were trembling, white knuckled on the sheet he had grabbed.


  The knock came again followed by "Bran?"


  He knew that voice.


  Brandon ran toward it, throwing the cloth he held in his hands. He pulled and tugged on the stupid piece of wood in his way until he could get to… his angel.


  Then, there he was– his beautiful, wonderful Sammy. He looked exactly as he had when Bran had last seen him. He didn't know what it was that he'd expected, maybe wings and a glistening white robe. Sam was still barefoot and shirtless, wearing loose black shorts. It was the best sight in the world.


  "You came back!" Bran was grinning.


  "Of course I did. I made a promise. Besides that, I could not leave you."


  Brandon threw himself at Samael, nearly knocking him to the ground. Sam wrapped him up in his arms, chuckling. "I assume this means you are happy to see me?"


  "No," he replied, still grinning. "I'm thrilled."


  He grabbed Samael's hand, dragging him in the apartment. "Where did you go? What happened to you? What…"


  Sam interrupted him, and pulled him into a bear hug once more. "I will explain everything, I promise. For now, I want only to hold you for a moment."


  Bran squeezed his Sammy tight, smiling so big his cheeks hurt. Then he saw Carlos out of the corner of his eye and reality hit him hard.


  "Sammy, what are we going to do? There is a dead body on my living room floor." Brandon looked up at his angel.


  "We will take care of it, and anything else that comes our way. Together." Sam smiled down at him, and everything was okay. Everything was perfect. They could deal with anything, together.


  THE END
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  He's handsome isn't he? My brother and I think so too; by the way I'm the one on the right with the dark brown coat, my name's James.


  Jax is my brother he's the light brown colored horse, we live on the ranch with our handsome handler. Things were great until he got slapped with an eviction notice, we can help him but then he'd know we're not regular horses.


  What's a shifter to do?


  ~ Gabrielle
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  THE NEXT STEP


  by J.A. Rock


  "I have a plan."


  Those words coming from Jax were never good. In fact, they were precisely the words that had landed us at the Ottsenmeiser Ranch in the first place.


  I shook my head and blew through my nostrils. "Save it, little brother."


  "Little brother" was a joke between us. Jax and I weren't related, and he was actually six years older than me. I was twenty-one in human years. In horse years I guessed I was around three. I'd adopted Jax in North Carolina while I was working at a library in Chapel Hill— regular human James Gillensfeld. He came in drunk, looking for The Whole Grains Cookbook.


  I should have called security, the way he was staggering. But I couldn't take my eyes off him to find the phone. Bloodshot eyes aside, he looked good. Tight jeans, purple tee, old sneakers. I noticed the way he stamped his foot impatiently while I looked up the book title. The way he shook his head as though to dislodge a fly. His dark hair fell low on his neck. I recognized him, though I'd never seen him before in my life. There was a chance I was wrong, but that was a chance I was willing to take. I was hungry for someone— anyone— like me.


  I had him sit on a bench while I went and found the book for him. I got him checked out and watched him blunder toward the door. I lasted about thirty seconds before I told my supervisor I wasn't feeling well, left the library, and chased him down. He had stopped to throw up in some bushes outside the courthouse.


  I asked where he lived— information he didn't hesitate to divulge, which sort of made me want to whack the back of his head. At five nine, and a hundred and forty-five pounds, I wasn't exactly the kind of guy you looked at and thought axe murderer, but still.


  I had secrets. One, at least.


  He leaned gratefully against me and I helped him back to his apartment. We were almost there when he started kicking his right leg, grunting and huffing.


  I stopped. "What's wrong?"


  He didn't answer.


  "Come on. Just a little farther." I clucked at him and started forward. He stomped his right leg again. I almost missed it— a little click when his foot hit the ground.


  I had him support himself with his hands on my shoulders, and I ran my hand down his leg and lifted his foot.


  There was a stone lodged in the tread of his shoe. I plucked it out and tossed it so that it clattered across the pavement. I set his foot down and straightened. Very slowly, he leaned forward and rested his forehead on my shoulder. He sighed into my shirt.


  I patted his back. "Come on," I said.


  I got him into his building, up the stairs and onto the bed. I removed his shoes. He was already almost asleep. I went into his kitchen and filled a filmy plastic cup with water. The kitchen wasn't dirty, exactly, just dingy— everything from the walls to the stove a yellow-tinted white. A dishtowel lay wadded on the counter beside a convention of liquor bottles, many of which were expensive, several of which were nearly empty.


  There was a tube of aspirin on top of the fridge. I grabbed that and returned to the bedroom. I placed the glass on his bedside table and shook two aspirin into my palm.


  "Here." I lifted his head with one hand and placed the other in front of his mouth.


  He half opened his eyes, leaned forward, and lipped the pills from my palm. I felt a pull between my legs as his lips brushed my skin. I put the cup of water to his lips and watched him drain the whole thing. I eased his head back onto the pillow and set the cup on the table.


  "Thanks," he murmured.


  "I'm not going to lecture you about being stumbling drunk in the public library at one in the afternoon," I said.


  "Good."


  "But I will call security next time."


  He grinned, his eyes shut. "I wish you'd call me."


  I shook my head, but wrote my number on the back of a receipt I found on the nightstand. "Text me when you're sober and let me know you're okay. Think you can remember that?"


  He nodded and turned his head into the pillow.


  I resisted the urge to brush his bangs from his eyes and left.


  I didn't really think I'd hear from him. But he called the next day, sober and apologetic, and asked if we could meet.


  We had coffee at Bean There Done That. He introduced himself as Jax and breezed through a sorry-for-yesterday speech in a way that suggested he was used to apologizing, and just as used to having his apologies accepted the minute he flashed a smile.


  It was a fine smile. His teeth were a bit large, but it worked for him.


  "How often does that happen? You, drunk in public during the day?"


  He shrugged. "Now and then. Life gets boring."


  "What do you do?"


  "I'm between jobs."


  If it were anyone else, I'd have thought deadbeat. Wastrel. Artist. But I was ninety-five percent sure I was dealing with one of my own kind here. Which meant he probably showed or had shown in order to be able to afford an apartment and a good deal of fancy alcohol.


  "I see," I said. "Bored, unemployed, and into whole grains."


  He grinned. "Wanna go out sometime?"


  It never really became romantic. Part of that was my fault— I hadn't been with anyone since Derkin died, and I think he sensed when we laid on his couch together or shared a bed, that the area below my waist was still in mourning. He never pushed.


  What he needed was someone to look after him, and it didn't matter if that someone was barely old enough to buy his own drinks. He let me talk him down from his craziest schemes, let me keep him company and cook him breakfast using recipes from The Whole Grains Cookbook and comb his hair when he started to rush out the door with bedhead. He became my little brother.


  And finally, one day, he let me see him.


  ****


  I drove him to a meadow— a dry, bristly field where no one came to picnic or play Frisbee with the dog.


  "What are we doing here?" he asked.


  I glanced around. It was a nice day, sunny but breezy, chirping birds and white butterflies and all that. "I thought this would be a good place for us to be ourselves."


  He laughed. "What, are we gonna take our clothes off and run naked through the field?" He kicked a dandelion.


  "Close. I'd like to see you change."


  His head shot up. He took a step back. "Shit. No."


  "Easy." I stepped toward him, extending a hand.


  He shied away.


  "It's all right."


  "You don't know anything," he said.


  "I'll even go first."


  I undid my belt and took down my jeans. Toed off my shoes.


  "Jesus, James," he said. "You?"


  I glanced up and smiled. "You didn't know?"


  "Hell no! Are you a—"


  I finished undressing and stood naked in front of him. "This is why I insisted on a big breakfast this morning. I wanted us both to have plenty of energy."


  "James, I don't know if I can—"


  I took off running.


  I made for a small knoll, and as I ran up it I bent at the waist. My limbs lengthened. My hindquarters bulged with muscle. A fountain of thick black hair erupted from my neck. My skin itched for a minute as the fur poked through. There were a few seconds where I was completely ungraceful, struggling to find my rhythm on four legs, to adjust to three-quarters vision, and to get used to the new smells and sounds.


  I galloped across the top of the slope then down the other side. I headed for Jax, slowing to a canter as I drew near.


  I pulled up, tossing my head.


  He didn't smile. He didn't move. Just stared at me.


  "You're beautiful," he said finally.


  I kind of knew it. Sixteen hands, with a shiny bay coat and a long, tapered muzzle. I wouldn't have looked out of place in a show ring.


  I lowered my head and he scratched the star under my forelock. Then he moved his hand down to feel my nose.


  "Sorry," he said suddenly, pulling his hand away. "I didn't even ask."


  I butted his shoulder to let him know it was okay.


  It had been a long time since I'd let anyone see me this way, and even longer since I'd let someone touch me while I was changed. His hand felt good against my cheek. I closed my eyes.


  After a moment I nudged his shoulder again. Okay. Your turn.


  He looked at me with real fear in his eyes. "I can't."


  I nudged him so hard he stumbled. "Okay," he said. "Okay. Just let me go behind the hill."


  He started walking toward the knoll.


  I followed.


  He turned. "James!"


  I lipped his collar.


  "James, please. Can I have some privacy?"


  I shook my head and blew through my nostrils, spraying him with horse-snot. Then I turned and ambled away.


  When I glanced over my shoulder he was just disappearing behind the slope.


  I waited.


  A few minutes later, a dun horse trotted down the hill toward me. He was small and wiry, with a scraggly mane and a black stripe running down his back. I whinnied. He threw his head up as he approached and rolled his eyes. I could tell he was nervous. He stopped a few feet from me.


  I stepped forward to meet him, gave him a playful nip on the withers, spun, and galloped off. A minute later I heard his hooves pounding behind me. As his nose drew even with my flank, I sped up, but he matched me easily. I zigzagged, kicking up my heels and arching my neck. I was a much better flirt as a horse than I was as a human.


  Finally I slowed and bowed my head. He came over and rested his muzzle in the curve of my back. I nudged his cheek.


  My brother, I thought. It took a few minutes to find my voice and to direct it at him. It wasn't quite ESP, the way shifters communicated. We didn't read each other's minds, but in order to speak we had to form the words in our heads and project them. I thought it over and over: "My brother."


  And a moment later I heard his answer in my head: "My brother."


  ****


  My brother was currently behaving like a madman. Madhorse. Whatever.


  "We tell Ray the truth," he said. "About what we are."


  Ray was our handler at Ottsenmeiser Ranch. Ottsenmeiser himself, the ranch owner, was a bastard to humans and animals alike, but Ray was incredibly kind. Prone to drinking— though he'd mostly stopped that since Jax and I had arrived. I figured we were a good influence.


  Ray was also quite handsome, as Jax pointed out to me a few dozen times per day.


  "That's your plan?" I asked.


  "Yep."


  "Um, hello? Remember the last time you revealed yourself to a non-shifter?"


  "Ray's different. Ray won't make trouble for us."


  "You don't know that."


  "I trust him."


  "No offense, Jax, but your judgment isn't always spot on."


  He wouldn't have been wrong to point out that neither was mine. After all, I was the one who'd found Changed for the Better. If it weren't me, we'd never have met Dixie, and we sure as hell wouldn't be here right now. I felt a little guilty, but the guilt was nothing compared to my fear of what might happen if Ray found out we weren't regular horses.


  "I want to help him," Jax said. "Ottsenmeiser treats him like shit, and he doesn't deserve it. He ought to work somewhere people appreciate him. I l— I think he's a good man."


  "I do too. And I know how much he means to you. How much you mean to him."


  "You too," Jax mumbled.


  "You in particular."


  Jax didn't speak for a long time. "I didn't mean to like him so much," he said quietly.


  "It's not your fault. I'm glad you two bonded."


  "He's like a horse whisperer. Isn't he, James? I know we're not real horses, but don't you agree? Don't you feel whispered to?"


  "He's a horse whisperer, sure."


  "I feel like I'd do anything he said, just because he asked me."


  "Careful, Jax."


  I saw Jax's ears twitch over the barrier between our stalls. "I like someone like that. Someone who knows what he's doing. And that ass…"


  "Pardon?"


  "How do you ignore his ass in those jeans?"


  "I don't ignore it. I just don't openly drool over it."


  "You know who drools?"


  "You?"


  "Kingston."


  Kingston was the ranch dog, a border collie Aussie mix with one blue and one brown eye. Well, I suspected he was more than a dog, though I couldn't get him to admit it. He chased a convenient beetle or started digging a hole every time I tried to talk to him.


  "Kingston's a dog. Of course he drools."


  "He drools specifically when he's looking at you," Jax said.


  "Don't be silly."


  "You don't see him standing in puddles of his own slime when it's Ottsenmeiser around."


  "We don't even know if King's—"


  "He's one of us. You know it. I know it."


  "He won't say a damn word to me."


  Ray entered the barn then. Jax's ears pricked up, and he whickered. Then he threw up his head and let out a loud whinny.


  "Okay, okay," Ray said, laughing. "I'm here."


  Jax whinnied again, pawing the straw on the floor of his stall.


  "Have some dignity," I muttered.


  "Oh, don't get your halter in a twist."


  Jax's stall was at the very end of the barn, and mine was just before that. So Ray stopped to rub my nose first. Jax stamped impatiently next door.


  "All right," Ray crooned, moving to Jax's stall. Jax stuck as much of his head as he could out the small window and Ray took his nose in his arms. "How's my best boy?"


  I didn't begrudge them their bond. It hurt, sometimes, to see the connection they shared and know that I didn't have that anymore. That level of trust, of understanding, had died for me with Derkin.


  Ray might not have known Jax was a shifter, but he seemed to sense something of Jax's humanness. They could spend long moments staring deeply into each other's eyes, Ray's brow furrowed like he'd seen Jax somewhere before but couldn't quite put a name to the face. Jax was a total show off when Ray worked him on the lunge line— prancing, throwing up his head, sometimes shying at nothing. But he always settled when Ray crooned to him.


  Jax wouldn't let Ray ride him. Ray had tried to put a saddle on Jax our second week here, and Jax had thrown it right off. I knew Jax had major qualms about letting anyone on his back since his showing days. Even Ray.


  So I'd volunteered to be the one who got saddle-broke.


  I hated it. It felt strange and degrading. As much as I trusted Ray, his weight on my back made me feel like a captive.


  But Ray's promise to Ottsenmeiser that he'd saddle break us was the only reason Ottsenmeiser had allowed Jax and me to stay when Ray found us. We had to make it look like Ray had made some progress.


  Being ridden wasn't all bad. It was another way to be close to Ray. While I might not have been as utterly devoted to Ray as Jax was, I often found myself wanting his comfort and guidance. In horse form, my senses were heightened. My flight response was sometimes difficult to control. I found myself irrationally afraid of things my human mind knew were non-threatening— a snapping twig, a toad under my feet, brightly colored clothes.


  On my back, Ray could feel the slightest tensing of my muscles, the tiniest hesitation in my stride. And he eased me through whatever I was freaking out about. He didn't baby-talk me the way some people do animals. He spoke to me like I was human, an adult, but he knew just how to pitch his voice so that I felt the calm authority that radiated from him.


  Ray clipped leads to our halters and led us out to the back pasture. I immediately trotted toward the good grass in the center. Jax stayed close to Ray, nosing his back pockets until Ray laughed and slapped his flank, then he cantered to join me.


  "You like when he slaps your ass," I said.


  "So what if I do?"


  "You're unbelievable."


  Jax nipped my shoulder. At the far end of the pasture, a big black gelding named Lobo whinnied at Jax. Lobo was dumb as a salt lick and most definitely not a shifter. "Yeah, you wish," Jax called.


  He eventually ran off to harass Lobo. I nibbled grass for a while, but Ray was still standing by the fence, looking lost. So I wandered over and put my head over the top rail. "Hey, Trig," he said, scratching my forehead. "You look tired today."


  Ray had named Jax and me Winchester and Trigger when he found us, after General Sheridan's and Roy Rogers's horses. I think Ray liked the idea of a man developing a deep and unbreakable bond with one special horse.


  It scared me that Ray might think Jax was that horse for him.


  I sniffed Ray's breath for traces of alcohol and decided he was sober. I nuzzled his cheek. I didn't usually seek affection like this. It was just today I was missing Derkin.


  Kingston came and sniffed along the fence.


  "Hey," I said to King. He didn't look up. "Hey you dumb mutt. Look here." I swear I saw him freeze for just a second. Then he lifted his leg on the fence post.


  "Your brother's a wild one, isn't he?" Ray asked, watching Jax canter along the fence, Lobo close behind. I blew through my nostrils.


  Wild. Gorgeous. A damn beautiful mess. Could you handle him, in human form? Would you know how to take care of him like I do?


  "I've got bad news," Ray said after a minute.


  I waited.


  "I'm getting booted off the ranch. Effective at the end of the month."


  That startled me, though I wasn't sure that was altogether bad news. It would get him away from Ottsenmeiser. But where would Ray go from here? I didn't want to care, but I did.


  "Says he can't afford to keep someone like me around. A drunk, he means. But I ain't a drunk." He scratched behind my left ear, but his eyes were on Jax. "I'd take both of you if I could. Get the hell out of here."


  I pushed his shoulder with my nose.


  There was a darkness in Ray that matched the darkness in Jax. Maybe the darkness in me. The darkness wasn't noticeable all the time. It rested in each of us, like an open book placed facedown to hold a page, abandoned for a while then picked up again.


  "Shit, Trig. What am I gonna do?"


  Hell if I know. I'm just a horse.


  ****


  After that first afternoon in the meadow, Jax and I had turned it into a weekly thing. We'd go somewhere secluded and shift, then chase each other until we were exhausted. Sometimes we dozed, his chin on my back, his breath warm against my coat.


  It had been a long time since I'd changed regularly. Shifting took a lot of energy, true, but the effects of going too long in either horse or human form were often worse.


  So it was nice to know that once a week, I'd get to gallop. I'd graze. I'd scratch my back against a tree.


  Jax appreciated it even more than I did. "It's nice to do this without any obligations," he said.


  I wasn't sure what he meant, so I asked.


  "I used to show," he confessed.


  I'd figured.


  Showing was when a shifter signed a contract with a non-shifter, allowing that non to use the shifter— in animal form— for some type of entertainment. Circuses, obedience trials, equestrian events, gator wrestling, movies, TV… People could make a good deal of money passing shifters off as authentic animals, and would split the money with the shifters according to the terms of the contract.


  Reese the Wire walking Dog, the lions in a recent blockbuster set in Africa, Ivan Iron's Amazing Counting Lizards— shifters, all of them.


  I could tell Jax was embarrassed, and was careful not to let any judgment show. "Nothing wrong with that."


  He snorted. "You don't think it's prostitution? That I jeopardized the safety of all shifters with my selfish behavior?"


  He was reciting some of the most common condemnations the shifter community bestowed upon those who showed.


  Showing contracts included confidentiality agreements— the nons to whom sifters hired themselves couldn't tell others. And it was in the nons' best interest not to. The last thing Reese's handler wanted was for the public to find out her wire walking dog was really a lithe young woman shifter in fox terrier form.


  The more nons that knew shifters existed, the more dangerous for us. There were already strata in shifter communities. Delineations based on breeding and occupation (those who showed and pets were considered the lowest of the low). If we couldn't even achieve equality within our own population, what chance did we stand against potential discrimination from the non-shifter majority?


  "You did what you had to do," I said.


  "I wanted the cash."


  "That's okay."


  Jax looked away. "The guy I worked for, he did a traveling performance. A Wild West thing. I let him ride me, James. I let him spur me. I bucked on command."


  "It's okay."


  "It doesn't bother you?"


  I put my hand on the back of his neck and rubbed. He kept his head lowered.


  "How'd you end up drunk in a library in North Carolina?" I asked.


  Jax blinked. "He got sick while we were in Asheville. I came here. Didn't know what else to do, so I started drinking. Didn't change again until I met you."


  "If you don't live some of your life in shifted form, you'll go crazy."


  "How much of your life have you spent changed?"


  "Most of the year I was sixteen" I said. "I ran away from home then. Parents knew what I was and didn't care for it. It was just easier to deal— and survive— as a horse. I lived just north of the state forest until some hiker spotted me and suddenly everyone was looking for this lone horse."


  He laughed. "What then?"


  "Then I changed back, sorted myself out, got a cheap ass apartment and my GED, took a job at the library. Changed maybe once a month, and only for a few hours."


  "Date much?"


  I started at the question. "I, uh, there was someone, for a while. A shifter. Rat, how weird is that? Rats and horses are totally incompatible in Chinese astrology." I was rambling, avoiding the words that came next. "He passed away, though."


  "Shit. Sorry, James."


  I nodded. "Me too."


  He brought up Derkin every now and then after that, which surprised me. Usually if I knew someone had lost a loved one, I was uncomfortable bringing it up around them.


  "I'm not gonna tell you Derkin would want you to move on," Jax said one night after I turned down drinks from a blond at the bar. "I'm not Derkin. But I want you to move on. You're carrying this sadness inside you. I mean, what happens when you fall off a horse? You've got to eventually get back—"


  "Don't you dare say it."


  "Come on, let me." He laughed. "Just once. To get it out of my system."


  I grunted.


  "You fall off a horse, you gotta get back on."


  ****


  I'd answered an ad in the paper— cryptic, but I'd learned to recognize ads for shifter groups. This one was called Changed for the Better. Members met once a week in changed form in the woods and socialized.


  That Thursday Jax and I drove past the meadow we usually changed in. We parked on the shoulder of a thin, gloomy road and headed into the woods, where we met the members of Changed for the Better.


  Quite the motley crew. There was a Weimaraner, two squirrels, a lynx named Leon, a goat, three house cats, a dwarf hamster, and a very bored looking iguana.


  The Weimaraner, Dixie, was the leader of the gang. She had long legs, short silver fur and pale amber eyes the color of a lion's.


  Dixie was a little crazy. Maybe a lot crazy. I hadn't spent too much time around other shifters, but I knew just as my horse senses made me amenable to shying at silly things, predator shifters sometimes experienced heightened aggression. The combination of a human brain inside a body that featured powerful muscles and sharp teeth could make self-control a bit difficult.


  Each week Changed discussed a new topic. How to make time to shift if you had a family or a committed relationship. How to keep your identity secret from loved ones. How to survive for extended periods in shifted form. The dangers of showing.


  It was good to talk to a group going through the same things we were, but the meetings became increasingly difficult to enjoy because of Dixie, who used them to promote segregation of shifters and nons. She believed in the necessity of shifters breeding with one another and never pursuing relationships with nons. She loved to describe the horrors that might befall shifter communities if the public at large had proof we existed.


  There were nons who did know about us— parents of shifters often knew, though they usually tried to deny or hide what their children were. There were shifters who posted videos online of themselves changing. In most cases non viewers assumed this was clever editing. But there were plenty of nons who'd heard shifter legends and believed them.


  I agreed with Dixie that we had to make every effort to limit the number of nons who knew about us. I just didn't care for the way she was always proposing tearing the limbs off any shifter who revealed himself or herself to a non.


  And her contempt for all shifters who showed.


  "We are not puppets," she said. "We are not clowns. We are not freaks. We do not exist to provide nons with entertainment. We are not pets."


  "What if we like being pets?" someone asked. It took me a minute to identify the speaker as the dwarf hamster, Gem.


  Dixie walked over to Gem, who was perched on a rock. She leaned forward, put her snout in front of Gem, and bared her teeth. "Then you are seriously sick."


  "Come on, Dix, lay off," one of the squirrels said.


  Dixie snapped, her teeth clicking together millimeters from the Gem's face. Gem rolled into a ball and quivered. Dixie turned and sauntered back to her spot in the circle.


  "I don't think the hamster's the sick one," Jax said later.


  "Weimaraners are always so cute on those calendars," I said. "Wearing suits and bonnets and whatnot."


  "I can't imagine Dixie in a bonnet."


  "You be careful around her," I warned.


  I mostly kept quiet during Dixie's worst tirades. But Jax never hesitated to argue with her.


  Sometimes I caught Dixie staring at Jax from across the circle when someone else was speaking, pale eyes glinting, lip curled.


  ****


  One afternoon in the meadow, Jax and I came across a young man and a young woman. We hadn't changed yet, but I pulled Jax behind a tree anyway. The couple was behaving oddly, enchanted by the clouds and the grass.


  "They're on something," Jax said.


  "They sure are. Acid or shrooms."


  "I have a plan," he said.


  Before I could stop him, Jax strode toward the couple. They saw him and waved. The man giggled.


  Just before he reached then, Jax changed. I'd never seen him change so fast, and with such energy. One minute he was a human; the next he was a horse. His clothes flew off in shreds.


  The man screamed, but the woman just stood there, hands over her mouth, and stared. Jax shook his head, dark mane flying. Then he changed again and walked, buck naked, behind some trees.


  I hurried after him, leaving the woman frozen and the man yelling, "Fucked up! Fucked up. Did you see that? Turned into a fuckin' horse."


  I berated Jax as soon as I found him, but he laughed, insisting the couple would think it was a hallucination.


  I saw the woman two days later at a supermarket. I told Jax, who dismissed my concern that she might know something, might be following us.


  The next time I saw the woman, it was at a Changed meeting. The meeting had just started when Dixie stood and walked over to a clump of bushes, growling. The woman sprang up.


  "You're shifters," the woman cried. "I know you are." She pointed at Jax. "That's the one—he changed right in front of me."


  "Leon?" Dixie said quietly.


  The woman screamed as the lynx swiped her calf with his claws. She took off running, Leon on her heels.


  Dixie approached Jax, staring at him with her pale eyes, the short silver fur on her back raised. She growled low in her throat. "You," she said. "You exposed us."


  Jax and I fled, and Dixie gave chase. She got Jax by the back leg and held on for a solid minute before Jax kicked her off. We raced through the woods and out into the bordering cornfields, and kept running even when there was no longer any sign of Dixie.


  We didn't change. We knew we'd travel faster as horses, and stood a better chance of fighting back in larger, more powerful bodies, if Dixie should find us. Anyway, I didn't think Jax had the strength to change. A gash ran from his hock to his ankle, and the leg was dark with blood.


  By the time we found Ottsenmeiser Ranch, Jax was wobbling. I tried to hold him up with my shoulder. It reminded me of the day we'd first met, when I'd helped him to his apartment.


  We only intended to stay the night at the ranch, but with Jax's leg as bad as it was, I didn't see how we'd keep going.


  "Flesh wound," he said nuzzling me.


  "Flesh wound that's gonna turn into a raging infection."


  "You worry too much, James."


  "You don't worry enough."


  Ray found us in the pasture in the morning. We were reluctant to let him near, but he plied us with oats and carrots, and I was so desperate to have Jax looked after that we let him take us to the barn and care for us.


  It might have been our bedraggled appearance and the way we initially shied from him that saved us. Ray thought we'd escaped an abusive home, and while he made some calls to nearby farms, he didn't put up fliers or run found ads in local papers, as far as we knew. I could tell he really wanted to keep us.


  The plan was to flee as soon as Jax's leg was better. But despite being stuck in horse form, it didn't take Jax and me long to get comfortable at the ranch. Ottsenmeiser was pissed at first that Ray had brought in two strays, but when he looked Jax and me over, he seemed to think we'd fetch decent money at auction. He turned our training over to Ray.


  Now here we were three weeks later, still trying to figure out our next step. Ray was awaiting the end of the month, when he'd be out on his ass. Jax was head over all four heels, and while I was a proponent of looking out for ourselves only, I couldn't escape the fact that we owed Ray a huge debt.


  Jax had an uncle down south— a shifter too, thought Jax wasn't terribly close with him. We'd considered going to him and asking to stay for a little while. That would put some more distance between us and Changed for the Better and buy us time to figure out the next step. We were hesitant to go back to our old lives. Our contact info was on the Changed roster, and we didn't want to risk Dixie tracking us down.


  I watched Ray lunge Jax in the small arena. Kingston stood beside me, steadfastly ignoring me. "Hey kibble breath," I said. I didn't know why I persisted in trying to talk to him. But for some reason being around him made me feel calm. After Dixie I'd thought I'd never want to meet a dog shifter again.


  Jax put on a show as usual, but eventually Ray drew him into the center of the circle and stood holding his head for so long I thought they'd both gone to sleep.


  "That's the one won't let you saddle him?" A voice asked.


  I swished my tail.


  Ottsenmeiser leaned on the arena fence, one black booted foot on the lowest rail.


  Ray looked up. "He's coming along," he said stiffly. "Trigger rides beautifully. 'Chester just needs a little more time."


  "The bay'll fetch a decent price at auction. That one already looks like dog food."


  "Name your price," Ray said. "I'll buy him off you."


  Ottsenmeiser laughed. "My price is whatever they'll fetch. Which'd be a whole lot more if you'd get this one saddle broke."


  "He needed time to recover from his injury. I'm working with him."


  "You're coddling him is what you're doing. If I have to break him myself, I will."


  He spit over the fence and walked away.


  Jax whinnied and pulled away from Ray. He cantered over to the fence and snorted in Ottsenmeiser's direction. The old bastard didn't even turn around.


  ****


  "I hate him," Jax said that night.


  "I know."


  "Where does he get off being such an ass? God, too bad he's not a dog shifter, or he and Dixie could breed. Have little dictator puppies."


  "We'd better leave soon, Jax. Before Ottsenmeiser takes your training into his own hands."


  He sighed. "All right. All right, let's do it. Tomorrow. We can jump the fence in the evening, before Ray comes to take us back to our stalls."


  "Okay."


  He was quiet a while.


  "You all right?"


  "Yeah." He paused. "I ought to let him on my back."


  I didn't say anything.


  "Is that sick, James? I just want him close. I don't really care anymore if it's degrading."


  "It's not sick."


  "I didn't always mind showing. It was fun sometimes."


  "A lot of shifters show or live as pets. They choose that life because they get something out of it."


  "I want to feel like a human. But being human sucks ass sometimes."


  "Believe me, I know."


  "Maybe if Ray works me tomorrow— if he tries to saddle me… I'll let him."


  "Good."


  Jax gave a long sigh. "You don't tell me the truth."


  "What are you talking about?"


  "Do you feel sorry for me? Is that why everything I do, you're just like, 'Oh, it's okay, we'll work it out'? I'm the reason we're here, James. The reason we don't have our homes or our lives anymore."


  "I'm the one who found Changed."


  "And I'm the one who shifted in front of nons."


  "What good is it gonna do me to get mad at you?"


  "It'd do you a lot of damn good. You're totally repressed. You don't get pissed, you don't get scared, you don't fall in love…"


  "Shut up and go to sleep."


  "Just because Derkin's dead doesn't mean you have to act like you are."


  "Shut up."


  He did.


  ****


  It wasn't Ray but Ottsenmeiser who came to the barn the next day and clipped a lead to Jax's halter.


  "Come here, you stubborn asshole," Ottsenmeiser muttered, dragging Jax from his stall. Jax fought him the whole way, and I winced as Ottsenmeiser cracked the end of the leather lead against Jax's shoulder.


  I whinnied, hoping Ray would hear and come to the rescue. But soon Ottsenmeiser and Jax were out of sight, though I could still hear Jax kicking and stomping, and the repeated crack of leather against hide.


  A moment later there was shouting in the stable yard, and then the sound of a horse galloping alongside the barn. I whinnied again and heard Jax's answering neigh. Then the hoof beats were behind the barn, getting father away.


  I waited all afternoon, pacing in my stall and neighing occasionally.


  Ray came to see me. He couldn't even speak to me, but I let him hold my head in his arms for a few minutes before I pulled away and resumed pacing.


  "He'll come back," Ray said at last. "He won't leave you and me here."


  I didn't think he would either. But I needed to find him. We needed to stick together. Trouble was, I couldn't escape from my stall without shifting. And I'd wasted a lot of energy pacing. Plus I'd never been good at shifting in small spaces. I needed a running start, open air.


  I heard a sound in the barn aisle. I peered out the small window and saw Kingston outside my stall. I snorted at him. He barked.


  "Do something useful," I said. "Use that damn nose of yours. Track down Jax."


  He curled up outside my door. I tried to rest, knowing it was the only chance I stood of being able to shift later.


  It was easier to rest with Kingston there.


  He sighed.


  I sighed.


  I closed my eyes.


  Suddenly he growled and sprang up. He walked down the aisle slowly, staring at the barn door.


  "What?" I asked.


  He kept growling. I heard a rustle outside the barn.


  "Is it him?" I demanded.


  King barked twice. The rustling stopped.


  A few minutes later, he was back in front of my stall. He didn't sleep, though.


  He watched the door.


  ****


  When I woke again it was night, and the barn door was creaking open.


  I thought maybe it was Ray, but it was a human Jax who appeared in front of my stall, wrapped in a purple horse blanket.


  "What are you doing, you idiot?" I demanded, then realized he wouldn't be able to hear me. I hoped my expression got the message across.


  He opened my stall door and, without a word, threw his arms around my neck.


  I put my nose over his shoulder and pressed him closer to me. We stayed like that a long time. He dropped the blanket, and his bare skin grew cold fast. I tried to give him as much of my body heat as I could.


  "You take good care of me, James," he said. "Sorry I keep messing things up."


  I snorted to let him know he was being ridiculous.


  "I changed. I didn't know what else to do. I don't have a plan."


  I nuzzled his temple and blew out just to see his hair flutter.


  He laughed.


  "I love you," he whispered.


  The barn door opened again. Jax jumped back. He grabbed his blanket and scrambled behind me. I peered through the window and saw Ray's familiar silhouette.


  "Hey there, Trig," Ray said, closing the door softly behind him. "What are you doing up?"


  I whickered eagerly to let him know that yes, I was wide awake and ready for some petting, maybe a carrot or two, but that he absolutely shouldn't look in my stall.


  "No sign of your brother yet?"


  I tried to give Ray my most nonchalant, oh go back to bed he'll probably turn up come morning face, but he didn't seem to notice. He was staring through the window into the shadows of my stall.


  He unbolted the door.


  I threw up my head and gave a brief, piercing whinny, hoping to scare Ray a little.


  "Who's there?" he demanded.


  I turned sideways and sheltered Jax with my body.


  "I said who's there?"


  "Um…" Jax said. "Sorry. I just… I don't mean any harm."


  "Come out here." I'd never heard Ray's voice so hard. I flattened my ears.


  Ray laid a gentle hand on my neck, but I could feel the tension and anger inside him.


  Jax stepped forward, blanket drawn tightly around him. I kept my body angled between them and rested my chin on Jax's shoulder, hoping to somehow convey to Ray this guy was all right.


  "Who the hell are you?" Ray asked.


  Jax looked at the straw at his feet. "Jackson Tiller, sir."


  The "sir" was a nice touch. Jax sounded about ten years younger.


  "Jackson Tiller. Is there a reason you're in my horse's stall?"


  "Needed a place to sleep. Just for tonight."


  "Why don't you sleep at home?"


  "Long story."


  "Let's hear it."


  "I ran away."


  "Long goddamn story."


  "That's all I'm gonna say about it." Jax's voice held a touch of defiance. "I was walking along Zenobia road and I saw a horse— just a random horse, wandering along the edge of the field. Tried to get near it, but it wouldn't let me. I tried to follow it and ended up here."


  Ray's fingers twined in my mane. "What'd the horse look like?"


  "Too dark to see much. Kind of small. Light colored coat."


  "Winchester," Ray said.


  "Huh?"


  "He's my horse. Ran off this afternoon."


  "Anyway, I thought I could—"


  But Ray was no longer interested in the "stranger's" story. "Tell you what," Ray said. "You help me find my horse, Jackson, and I'll give you my damn bed for the night."


  "Yeah?"


  "Yeah. Get out here and help me tack Trigger up."


  "I don't know how to ride."


  "You'll ride with me."


  "Um…" Jax's step forward was hesitant. "Could I borrow some clothes?"


  "You ran away naked?"


  Jax gave him a tentative grin. "Told you it was a long story."


  ****


  Forty minutes later they were both on my back, Jax dressed in a pair of Ray's jeans and an oversized sweatshirt. I tried to be a good sport about it, but it was really, really tempting to buck them both off.


  Jax kept up a stream of companionable chatter, never minding if Ray didn't answer one of his questions.


  Ray answered most of them.


  What struck me was that they sounded like they'd known each other for years. Part of that was Jax— he could carry on a conversation with anyone. But Ray was talking more than I'd ever heard him talk, and it was clear some part of Ray knew Jax was no stranger.


  We headed through the field that bordered Zenobia. Ray yelled "Winchester!" every few minutes or so. "I've got carrots," he promised. "Peppermints."


  "You really love that horse, huh?" Jax said.


  Shameless. I lifted my tail and farted to let him know how shameless.


  "Best horse I've ever known," Ray replied. "How fast was he moving when you saw him?"


  "Walking. But he started trotting when I tried to get close."


  "And he kept going south?"


  "Yep. I turned off at the ranch, but he kept going."


  What the hell was Jax's plan? I wondered. Were we going to search all night for "Winchester" when he was right here on my goddamn back?


  "When we find him, we're not taking him back to Ottsenmeiser," Ray said.


  "What?"


  "Ottsenmeiser— he owns the ranch— he's gonna auction 'Chester off. But he's my horse. So's this one. I found them, I take care of them, I train them. Not Ottsenmeiser. So we're gonna split."


  This was news to me.


  "Seriously?" Jax said. "Don't you have, like… stuff?"


  "Nothing I need. I got my wallet in my pocket."


  I snorted. Jax laid a hand on my rump.


  "Wanna come?" Ray asked.


  Oh boy.


  "Where to?"


  "Wherever."


  "Are you asking me to horse rustle with you?" I could hear the grin in Jax's voice.


  "It ain't rustling. The horses are mine."


  I heard something behind me and raised my head. There was a familiar smell in the air.


  Kingston trotted up beside me. "I'll be damned," Ray said. "King followed us."


  "Cute dog," Jax said.


  I tried to ignore King, even sped up. But the dog kept pace with me. And finally I heard him say, "Hi."


  "All this fucking time?" I asked. "I've been trying to talk to you for weeks."


  "I'm shy."


  "No shit."


  "I get nervous around people I like."


  "I haven't been 'people' in a while," I said.


  "We're still people. Even like this."


  "And what the hell do you mean, people you like?"


  "Just… you seem cool. Doggie sixth sense."


  "What's your real name?"


  "Dominic."


  "Well, Dominic," I said. "I don't know what you're doing here. But perhaps you can see my brother Jax and I are in a bit of a pickle."


  Kingston— Dominic— laughed. "Your brother doesn't seem too troubled by the pickle."


  Jax and Ray were once again chatting away on top of me. Jax was spinning a tale about where he'd come from and why he'd run away.


  "No," I agreed. "He's enjoying riding with his arms around Ray's waist and hasn't fully realized the trouble we're in."


  "Do you know what kind of trouble you're in?" he asked.


  "What do you mean?"


  "Outside the barn earlier. I smelled another dog. Big dog. Mean dog."


  "That's what you were growling at?"


  "Yep. Bitch ran off."


  "You're sure she's a… bitch?"


  "In every sense of the word."


  This made me uneasy. The only big mean bitch I knew in this area was Dixie.


  "I think I know her," I said.


  "Any reason she might be looking for you?"


  I explained the incident with Changed for the Better to Dominic. We continued to talk over the next couple of miles. I learned he was a runaway too. He'd showed a few years ago, and now lived on the ranch because he preferred life as a dog to going back and facing the human life he'd left.


  "If you're gonna be a ranch dog, you can do better than Ottsenmeiser," I said.


  "Eh. I get kicked every now and then— by animals and by Ottie. But it's not a bad life. I'm good at herding."


  Jax had reached the climax of his story, which somehow involved a slingshot, a jealous lover, and more than a few parallels to the real story of how he and I had fled Dixie and come to the ranch.


  "See, that's what I want to do," Ray said when Jax was finished. "That's what I'm going to do— pick up and leave. I'm not gonna stay where I'm not treated right. Thanks, Jackson. You've inspired me."


  "You can call me Jax. And hey, anywhere you wanna go— I'm game. Once we find your horse. Of course."


  I let out another fart.


  "I could tell they had it bad for each other before tonight," Dominic said. "That sounds weird to say, since your brother was a horse. But it's true."


  "I know," I said. "Ray thought he'd found his loyal steed. Little did he know his steed spent a great deal of time checking out his—"


  "James," Dominic said quietly.


  "Yeah?"


  "There's someone trailing us."


  I glanced at him. His hackles were up, and he moved slowly, like he was stalking something.


  "Someone? Who?"


  He made a wide circle around me, growling.


  "What's up, King?" Ray asked.


  "The bitch," Dominic said, returning to my side. "And something else— some kind of cat."


  "Where are they?"


  "Close."


  My whole body tensed. Suddenly I didn't want two men on my back. That was seriously going to affect my ability to run, if I needed to run. My human mind knew it would be wrong to throw Ray and Jax and bolt, but the horse part of me wanted to do just that.


  "Big cat," Dominic added.


  I broke into a jog.


  "Easy," Dominic said, keeping pace with me.


  "Easy," Ray and Jax said at the same time.


  I could smell them too— Dixie and Leon, just whiffs at first, but growing stronger. I sidestepped, pulling against the reins until my mouth ached.


  Ray patted my shoulder. "What's wrong, Trig?"


  Something was moving through the grass behind me. I broke into a canter. Ray hauled back on the reins, but I kept going.


  A moment later, I heard barking. Dominic and Dixie collided beside me, and there was a cacophony of growls and snarls.


  "Jesus, King!" Ray said. I reared. "Trig, whoa boy. Easy."


  As soon as my front feet touched ground, I bucked. Jax came off; I heard his startled cry as landed. Ray kept his seat, but barely.


  Leon appeared alongside of me, silent and swift. Ray let out a string of curses and let me have my head. I galloped as fast as I could, but Leon was just as fast. He swiped at my ankles. I kicked out, but couldn't hit him.


  "Hyah! Get out of here!" Ray yelled, flipping the ends of the reins at the cat.


  To my surprise, Leon got out of there. But Dixie arrived a second later to take his place. Saliva flew from her jaws as she leaped and hit my shoulder. I stumbled, but kept running.


  "What the hell?" Ray said.


  I heard Jax yell far behind me, then a scream that definitely wasn't human. Leon. Leon had gone after Jax.


  I managed to kick Dixie, hard. She yelped and rolled to one side. Then I turned and doubled back, finding a new gear I didn't know I had.


  I saw a flash of white ahead— Dominic, tangling with Leon while Jax struggled to his feet.


  I headed right for them.


  "Dominic!" I yelled. "Out of the way!"


  He disengaged himself just in time. I slammed into Leon, who let out a shriek. I staggered as the lynx's body rolled under my hooves. Then there was a snap, and I fell forward, throwing Ray from my back as I hit on the ground.


  Then I wasn't aware of anything but a horrible pain, starting in my leg and running all through me.


  Jax was yelling my name. "James! James, shit." He collapsed on his knees beside me. He didn't look hurt.


  The pain was so fucking bad. I knew I was making it worse by thrashing, trying to get to my feet, but I couldn't help it.


  "James, listen to me," Jax said, placing his hands on my neck and holding me down. "Your leg— I think it's broken. You've got to change now, while you still can. Let yourself get any weaker and you'll be stuck as a horse with a broken leg. You don't want that."


  "I can't," I tried to tell him.


  I really couldn't. Just the thought of changing took too much energy.


  "James, please."


  I'd never heard him so desperate. "I'll be all right," I wanted to say. "Just leave me alone."


  I wanted to descend into the blackness around my field of vision, wanted to lose myself in it.


  But Jax said please again, and I gathered every scrap of strength I had left and changed.


  Pain tore through my body. I couldn't tell if I was changing or dying. I opened my mouth and a half-scream, half-whinny came out.


  My front legs became human arms— one bent at an awkward angle.


  I felt Jax's hand on my head as the blackness took me.


  ****


  I woke in a hospital room. My arm was in plaster; I felt dizzy and tired. Jax was beside my bed.


  "You're back," he said.


  I stared at my arm. Stared at him.


  "James?" he said.


  "Hi," My voice sounded rough, strange.


  "Hurt?" he asked.


  I shook my head. There was a dull ache in my arm, but that was it.


  "Remember what happened?"


  More than I cared to. "Where's Ray?" I asked. "Did he…?"


  "He saw you change. And I've been working on explaining to him what it means."


  "What'd he say?"


  Jax shrugged. "He kind of freaked out. Like, I told him to get help, and he did, but he was just… in a daze. And when we got here, he had to go to the bathroom and splash some water on his face. He's doing better now. He's processing."


  "You okay?" I asked.


  "Sure."


  "You don't look so good."


  "Got a lynx scratch on my thigh. Not deep; mostly tore the jeans. But what's really killing me is waiting for Ray to decide if he still wants me."


  "You think…?"


  "He loved me when I was a horse. There was even something between us when I was human but he didn't know I was a shifter. Now— I don't know."


  "It's like you said. He's processing. He'll come around."


  "Is it even a good idea?" he asked.


  I raised my uninjured arm and flicked him. "Don't tell me you've bought into Dixie's crap."


  "Never. I just have no idea what I'm doing."


  "No plan?"


  He grinned. "Nope."


  "That's a surprise."


  He nodded. Then he ducked his head. "God, James. Do you have any idea…. You saved me. You know?"


  I nodded at my broken arm. "Well, I was a bit clumsy about it."


  "I don't mean tonight. I mean over and over again. Since the first time I met you."


  I took his hand. "I love you, little brother. Don't you ever forget it. If you need to ride off into the sunset with Ray, you have my blessing."


  He groaned. "Don't mention riding." He paused. "You were knocked out awhile. They're monitoring you for a concussion, but you should be able to go home in a few hours."


  "Home, huh?"


  He grinned. "I know. You should have seen the time we had filling out your paper work."


  "I'm gonna be paying this bill for the rest of my life."


  "We'll figure it out."


  We talked a few more minutes, and then Ray came in. He didn't look disgusted by me or anything— just a little wary. "Hi, James" he said. He stuck out his hand. "I, um, guess we haven't formally met. I'm Ray."


  I shook with my good hand. "Hi." I couldn't think of what else to say, so I said, "Sorry I threw you."


  Ray shook his head. "This is too strange." He turned to Jax. "All this time…" he said.


  "I'm really sorry," Jax said. "We're really sorry."


  Ray put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. Jax closed his eyes. "I'm gonna go grab something to eat. James? You need anything?"


  "I'm fine," I said. "You two go eat."


  Jax looked at Ray, who nodded. "Come with me."


  Jax leaned down and kissed my forehead. "Be back soon."


  ****


  They left, and I was alone, staring at the hospital ceiling until a new visitor came in. He was tall with pale skin and dark hair and one brown and one blue eye. He sort of slunk into the room, as though he wasn't sure he was supposed to be there.


  I smiled at him. "Dominic."


  He perked up then. I could imagine him as Kingston, wagging his bobbed tail.


  "You look good without the fur," I said.


  "So do you."


  "Sit," I said, nodding at the bedside chair.


  He sat instantly. Then he blushed. "Sorry. Jeez. Obedience school."


  "You went to obedience school?"


  "I flunked."


  "Bad boy."


  He grinned. "I don't roll over for anyone."


  "Good for you," I said softly.


  He flushed. "I might for you."


  "I don't know. You sure did spend a lot of time ignoring me," I teased.


  "And you called me 'dumb mutt.' And 'fleabag.' And kibble breath.'"


  "Just trying to get your attention."


  "Maybe I could make it up to you. Take you to dinner when you get out of here. Somewhere you can eat one handed. You like fried chicken?"


  "I'm a vegetarian."


  "Oh. Is that because…?"


  "Just a personal choice."


  "All right. We'll work it out. Salads. Thai food. Just say you'll go to dinner with me."


  "I'll go to dinner with you. But I have no idea where to go after that."


  "Me either."


  "Did you change just to see me?" I asked.


  He blushed deeper. "Had to make sure you were okay."


  I noticed some bruises at the base of his neck. "Are you okay?" I asked.


  "Yeah. Had to get a couple of cuts cleaned up. But I'm all right."


  "Thank you," I said. "For fighting."


  "Anytime." He stared at the floor. "James, I'm sorry. I'm not so good at this. I don't know what to do next."


  "That seems to be a common theme right now."


  I looked at him. I thought about Derkin and how it felt to be in love. I thought about Ray, who didn't want to stay where he wasn't treated right. And Jax, who'd give his address to a stranger and let that stranger carry him home. Dixie, who clung to her beliefs because maybe she didn't have anything else. Everybody restless and alone and searching. Imagining the next step would bring them a little bit closer to happiness.


  "Just sit," I told Dominic. "And stay."


  THE END
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  Ted Westerberg scrubbed his hands over his face again and glanced at the clock. Four-thirty. He shuffled the quizzes from his sixth-grade math class to the corner of his desk, taking his time to get the corners lined up.


  No work home tonight. We need to talk.


  That's what his lover, Erik Panek, had said just before Ted had rushed out the door that morning. Leaving him all day to worry over what he had meant. All through the day different versions of the same two scenarios had filled his mind. Erik finding someone new. Erik not finding someone new, but leaving anyway.


  Ted held no illusions about himself. He was plain. His short-cropped black hair was the typical style for men his age, his eyes were just brown, and he was too thin. No man's dream, that's for sure. Most days, he tried not to think too hard on why Erik stayed with him.


  Five years was a long time. Maybe...


  He clenched his teeth. Tucking his pencils into their designated slot, he made sure they were all on a flat side, erasers to the front of the right-hand drawer. Pens went next to them, and then his notebooks in the second drawer with his grade book on top. Once his supplies were put away, Ted could find no other reason to stay.


  Rising from his chair, he pulled on his windbreaker and zipped it to precisely half way. He smoothed the front of the blazing red North Face jacket, remembering when Erik had purchased it for him when they were on a weekend trip to Chicago last November. Ted had given his thicker coat to a teenager camped out, shivering, on a street corner just off Grant Park. Erik had said that such a generous heart deserved to be spoiled.


  Ted sighed and stuffed his hands in his pockets to keep from snatching his unfinished grading from the desk as he left. It would only take an hour to finish it up but Erik had been so damn serious that morning he didn't want to risk it.


  The corridor of the middle school was quiet, but it was Friday so he expected that. His students had bailed from class with their thoughts already on the divisional basketball game that night. Banners stretched from one side of the hall to the other, cheering on the varsity team. Streamers in red and black draped the walls, framing poster boards with various players' names and pictures on them.


  He smiled at the exuberance of the students. It was good to see them rallying behind their team like that. Even if he did cringe whenever he thought of the clean-up to come.


  Pushing the school door open, he stepped into the sunlight, turning his face to the heat. So far, March had been unseasonably warm in Michigan. Personally, he preferred that. He wasn't a snow bunny, that's for sure, and it made the short walk to the apartment he shared with Erik a whole lot more enjoyable when the weather cooperated.


  Ted rounded the last corner onto his street, not entirely sure how he'd managed the six blocks without being aware he was walking them. His pace slowed for the first time in the three years they'd lived there. The remaining two driveways between him and their front door felt like the whole of the United States.


  Did he even want to hear what Erik had to say? Or get it over like ripping off a Band-aid?


  Things had been hectic the last few months at both of their jobs, leaving them exhausted at the end of the day. Their love life had suffered as a result. Would Erik tell him he'd found someone new? Or that he was tired of catering to a neat freak, which Ted admitted to readily?


  Much too soon, but not soon enough, Ted found himself slipping his key in the door and twisting the polished gold knob. He stepped into the foyer of the apartment, dropping his keys in the small bowl on the table just inside the door. Toeing off his shoes, Ted slid them into his spot between the table legs.


  He took a brief second to run his fingertips over the smooth skulls decorating the outside of the red and black swirled dish. His heart warmed at the memory of the two them shopping the small boutique shops in New Orleans on their first vacation together in the summer of 2007. He and Erik had reached for the unique bowl at the same time, then they'd laughed and decided it was meant to be theirs.


  And that had been the start of their collection. Each trip they took, regardless of how short or long, yielded a prize that they had chosen together. Sometimes it would be a painting, like the red and black four-piece abstract hanging over the foyer table, or a skull of some shape or size. They always purchased one oddity as their souvenir.


  He sighed and then stripped his windbreaker off, smoothing the creases before hanging it on the coat tree in the opposite corner. Finally, steeling his nerves for the coming conversation, he stepped into the apartment proper.


  Everything looked the same. The soft, black suede couch was littered with the throw pillows that Erik refused to part with upon moving here. He insisted they added ambiance. And now, if only in his own mind, Ted could agree they did give the room a comfy feeling. The coffee table held that morning's paper. The curtains were pulled partially closed, only allowing a small stream of sunlight through to light the room.


  A beanbag chair, another holdout from Erik's previous apartment, held a place of honor near the bay windows at the rear of the room. Crisp wooden shelving lined the walls and held their plants and knick-knacks. Since he was being honest, it was a beautiful blend of their lives. Neat, but homey.


  The only thing missing was Erik, who always greeted him at the door. Ted's forehead crumpled. Where was he? Panic spiked in his gut. "Erik?"


  "Kitchen." The smooth baritone came from the small room to his right just before Erik stuck his head through the archway. "I didn't hear you come in."


  Ted's stomach settled a bit at the sight of the deep brown eyes and quirky smile of his lover. The silly notions flitting around his head all day fled and the warmth of Erik's gaze wrapped around his heart like a fleece blanket. "I'm moving slow today, I guess."


  Immediately, Erik dropped the dish towel he'd been wiping his hands on to the counter and rushed to Ted. "Are you okay?" He ran his hands briskly over Ted's chest and stomach, then lifted Ted's face to inspect him. "Are you hurt, Teddy?"


  Ted swallowed, feeling foolish and small for his thoughts during the day. It must have shown.


  Erik reared his head back, his gaze sharpening. "What have you been stewing on all day, professor?"


  Shrugging, Ted looked away. It was stupid, really, and he saw it now. The way Erik had first assumed that Ted had been injured was typical of the way Erik treated him. He always worried over Ted, wanted him safe, happy... loved.


  "Oh, honey." Erik wrapped him in a tight hug. "What am I going to do with you?"


  Burying his face in the crook of Erik's shoulder, Ted let out the breath he'd been holding. The tension constricting his muscles eased some too. "I'm so sorry."


  "For what?" Erik pulled back, then framed Ted's face in his palms to place a soft kiss on his lips. "We'll discuss why you didn't call me to talk about this, but for now, dinner is waiting."


  ****


  Erik led the way into the kitchen, settling Teddy at the table before pulling out plates to hold the homemade pasta and sauce he'd been laboring over for the last couple of hours. He rarely prepared his own dough these days but this weekend had felt like it needed it. And now he knew exactly how right he'd been.


  That Teddy had thought something was wrong with them, even furthering that with not feeling comfortable enough to call and talk about it, hurt Erik in a way that he'd not felt before. He had no one to blame but himself. This last gaming project had lasted months with late hours into the night to conference with the other designers in Japan. He'd been going to bed as Teddy was getting up for work, with nothing more than sleepy kisses as they passed each other in the doorway of their bedroom.


  He'd missed Teddy badly, but the man needed his sleep if he was going to keep up with the kids in his classes. Middle-schoolers could be brutal if they smelled weakness in a teacher. Not that Teddy wouldn't have stayed up later if Erik had asked. Erik just hadn't wanted to put him in a position to choose.


  But now the game software was complete and sent off for testing. It would take at least a month for beta gamers to truss out the bugs in the code. Time to focus on what was really important.


  Teddy.


  Erik pulled himself out of his thoughts to see his lover staring at him with wide eyes and realized he must have mentally wandered off for far longer than it felt. He smiled before turning to lift the lid from his simmering sauce. The woodsy scent of oregano and thyme, tomatoes and hand-ground sausage drifted up to fill the air. His stomach rumbled and he was grateful to hear Teddy's chuckle from the table.


  The low scrap of a chair on the floor alerted Erik that Teddy had risen, and when his lover's arms wrapped around his waist he closed his eyes to enjoy the feeling. Teddy was shorter by only a couple of inches so their bodies aligned perfectly.


  Teddy's breath warmed Erik's skin through his shirt and quickened his blood as want sparked along his nerves. The strength of Teddy's hands splayed across Erik's stomach was a wonderful contrast to the gentle rub of Teddy's nose against his shoulder. God, he'd missed this.


  His plans for using select pieces of their vacation collection to reconnect had been a good idea, and now he knew they had needed it. But the first piece would have to wait until later. For now, Erik needed to feel Teddy's skin against his. He dropped the lid back onto the pot and flicked off the burner under the sauce before turning in Teddy's arms. He barely had to tilt his head at all to capture Teddy's lips in a kiss. "Hungry?"


  "Yeah. Been too long." Teddy twisted to the side, pushing him back against the nearest cabinet. Rocking his hips forward, Teddy pressed their erections together.


  Erik grunted. He was beyond primed and had figured Teddy would be too. Good to see that he was right. One kiss led to another and Erik couldn't get enough of the subtle taste of spearmint lingering on Teddy's tongue from whatever piece of gum he'd had earlier. He gripped Teddy's hips, rubbing off against him, and hissing when the zipper of his jeans dug into his cock.


  "Poor baby," Teddy mumbled against his mouth. His hands dug between them and soon Erik felt the blessed kiss of cool air, then the silky steel of Teddy's erection sliding beside his. "Let me kiss it and make it better."


  That nearly tipped Erik over the edge. Shit, it had been far too long. He let his head fall back as Teddy knelt, and when Teddy's mouth wrapped like fire around his prick, he cried out, clutching the edge of the counter for support. Tiny flicks to his slit from his lover's tongue tortured him, building the heat and within moments his release spiraled through his body. His back arched and every drop of built-up cum emptied into Teddy's mouth.


  He felt, more than heard, the grunt as Teddy jerked off, his arm rubbing furiously against Erik's leg. With his lips still sealed around Erik's cock, Teddy grunted again and bucked, banging his knee on the cupboard door as he came. His eyes flickered open and Erik winked at him. "You look good like that, lover."


  Teddy pulled away with a wet pop and a smack of his lips. "That was a great appetizer. What's for dinner?"


  Erik barked out a laugh. As staid as Teddy believed himself to be, and no matter what habits were ingrained in his daily routine, Erik knew the wildcat lurking beneath the surface. He loved that contrast in his lover, coveted it. And was damn glad he was the only one who got to see it. "After you clean up the mess you made, it's homemade spaghetti."


  "My favorite." Teddy stripped his shirt over his head, swiped up the pool of cum on the floor, and stood with a grin as he tucked his cock back into his pants. "Ready!"


  Much preferring this teasing side of Teddy to the moody, downtrodden man who had walked in the door, Erik shook his head and followed suit by zipping up. "Okay, sit down and I'll get the plates ready."


  "Be right back. Let me toss this in the hamper."


  Erik scooped still steaming noodles onto the plates he'd already sat on the counter, then lifted the lid to the sauce and gave it a quick stir. He could really smell the spices he'd added early on with the fresh mushrooms. The sound of Teddy's footsteps returning spurred him into action. He ladled sauce over both piles of pasta, then added the buttered bread he'd left chilling in the fridge. Fresh Parmesan cheese rounded out the presentation by the time Teddy appeared in the doorway.


  "Oh man, E. That looks wonderful!" Teddy slid into his chair and dug in, not bothering to wait for Erik to sit. Two bites into his plate, he stopped and groaned. To Erik's amusement, he managed to swallow down what was in his mouth before looking up sheepishly. "I'm sorry. I should have waited."


  Shaking his head, Erik sat across from his lover. "No way. That was the best compliment a chef could get."


  "It's been so long since you've made the noodles, I couldn't help myself." Teddy toyed with his fork, obviously waiting for Erik to begin before he took another bite.


  Erik picked up his fork, and for the remainder of the meal, neither man spoke more than a word or two. When the plates were swept clean with the last of the bread, Teddy sat back with a long, satisfied sigh. A surge of pride filled Erik as he stood and cleared away the dishes. He wasn't a true chef, really only a home cook, but when his man was happy after a good dinner it made him feel good that he had accomplished that.


  "How about we relax on the couch for a bit?"


  Erik nodded at Teddy's suggestion. Loading the dishwasher could wait. He trailed behind Teddy, watching the muscles flex and stretch under the khakis Teddy wore to work. His cock thickened when Teddy bent to shuffle the throw pillows to one end for them to put their heads on. A benefit to the sofa was how deep the cushions were. It actually held both of them laying side by side without one of their asses hanging off the edge.


  "Enjoying that look you're having there?"


  Erik's gaze snapped up to meet Teddy's. Instead of being chagrined, he leered at him and then slapped him on the ass. "Enjoying the view, gonna enjoy a whole lot more in a few."


  Teddy's eyes darkened as his pupils dilated with desire. "A few? Not right now?"


  "Nope. I just want to relax after all that food."


  A tiny smile curved the corner of Teddy's full mouth. "That's a plan I can get on board with."


  It only took a few minutes to stretch out with Teddy spooned in front of him, a throw covering them against the chill creeping into the room with the dipping sun. Erik buried his nose in the silky, black hair brushing Teddy's neck, drawing in a deep breath of the spicy cologne he favored.


  Teddy tucked Erik's hand in his, and murmured something against the chenille pillow, but when Erik lifted his head to ask him to repeat it a soft snore rumbled his chest. Smiling, Erik snuggled back in and closed his eyes.


  ****


  It was dark out.


  Ted knew that just by cracking his eyes open. His muscles were relaxed and the headache he'd bordered on all day was long gone. Soft light filtered from the kitchen area and low clinking noises told Ted that Erik was loading the dishwasher. He drifted in and out of sleepy awareness for a bit before his attention focused on a smaller object now sitting by itself on the coffee table.


  He blinked away the last of the drowsiness and reached out to bring the smoky quartz skull closer. Perching it on the edge of the sofa near his face, he cradled it in one hand, running his thumb over the smooth crown of the souvenir from a vacation to Colorado. They'd been visiting Ben, an old college friend of Erik's who had just recently moved to a ranch there.


  The countryside was beautiful, inspiring and worth every minute of the ass-smacking ride on his first horse. He'd been sore by the time they'd made it up the mountain to a small plateau that overlooked Ben's property. Erik had hid his laughter as best he could while Ted limped around trying to help pitch the tent and roll out the sleeping bags. The only thing that had kept Ted from throwing Erik over the ledge was a whispered promise that Erik would make it all up to him when they got done.


  Ted's breath quickened just grazing the memory of what Erik had done that night. He stared at the small memento Erik had left on the table for him. Did it mean what he thought?


  "I see you're awake." Erik's voice was deep and rough, like a shot of good whiskey. Ted didn't have to see him to know his lover was turned on.


  Ted replaced the skull on the table and then rolled onto his stomach to look at his lover, trapping his cock against the cushion. He stifled a moan in his pillow but by the shine of Erik's eyes and the involuntary twitch of his hips, he'd heard. Ted groaned again when he caught sight of the thick column of flesh trapped inside Erik's jeans. God, he wanted that.


  He shifted slightly, gasping at the pressure, but tucked his arms under his head and remained on the couch. If this was going to be a walk down memory lane, the next move was Erik's.


  Ted didn't have to wait long.


  Erik pushed his slender frame away from the door jamb where he'd been leaning and swaggered– there was no other way to describe it– around the sofa to a place where Ted could no longer see him. But he heard Erik fishing in his pockets, then a small clunk as something was set on the other end of coffee table.


  Squirming a little, he turned his head to catch a glimpse of travel-sized lube. Nice. "You gonna let me suffer?"


  Erik grinned at the replay of Ted's words from that night four years ago. "Baby, I got your back."


  Yeah, that line was still cheesy. Ted snorted, then turned his face away to hide his smile. He hummed when strong hands smoothed over his back, massaging the muscles along his spine before moving to Ted's shoulders and sides, sure strokes easing the tension left in Ted's muscles.


  "You remember that night on the mountain?" Erik's words were whispered, just like they'd been through every hushed exchange in the darkness of that Colorado night.


  Ted kept his own voice low. "How could I not?"


  Erik tugged Ted's shirt from his pants, then skimmed his fingers over the same skin he'd just massaged. "You were amazing riding that horse up the trail with us, even though I know you hated every moment." Another pass of fingers, firmer this time. "But you knew it meant a lot to me, so you did it."


  "I'd almost found my rhythm by the time we made it down the next day."


  Erik tapped Ted's hip and Ted obliged by lifting from the couch enough for Erik to get the pants undone and wiggled down to his thighs, exposing the boxer briefs Ted had pulled on that morning. The cushion dipped a fraction with Erik's weight, then Ted felt warm breath on his lower back just before soft lips pressed a kiss to the indent at the hollow of his spine. "No, Teddy. You were just as miserable when you dismounted back at the ranch house as you were when we headed out the morning before."


  "That's not true." Ted closed his eyes, reveling in the slide of Erik's mouth over his skin. He shifted again when Erik hooked his boxers, sliding them to meet the khakis just below the cheeks of his ass.


  Erik's weight came off the couch and his gentle touch slid Ted's clothes off his legs, snagging socks as he passed. "You could be right. You were smiling the whole ride down."


  "That's because my ass ached for a different reason." Heat suffused Ted's face remembering exactly what they'd done, what Erik was going to do again. "And you'd said you–"


  With no warning, Erik parted Ted's ass cheeks and swept his fingers over the puckered hole hidden there. Then he settled behind Ted, not giving him a chance to recover, he began to press soft kisses along the crack of Ted's ass. Small flicks of his tongue traced a path to that tight ring, once he'd reached it, Erik wasted no time.


  Ted widened his knees, pressing his cock into the soft suede of the couch. Hell, he didn't even care that tomorrow he'd have to clean the whole thing to get rid of the stain his cum was going to leave. He just wanted the release Erik was promising with each push of his tongue, with each suck of the rim guarding his channel.


  Erik's hands landed with a flat-palmed smack on each globe of his ass. The sting traveled along Ted's skin, jack-knifing in his balls with a vicious stab of need. Erik split him wide, pushing until Ted spread his knees again to accommodate his plan.


  The ache was reminiscent of the pain that Ted had finally come with that night under the stars when Erik had dug his fingers into the tender muscles of Ted's legs to drive his cock deep into Ted's ass. He'd strangled his cries with the pillow that night, but now he bucked against Erik, begging for more as the feel of denim scraped his thighs and the soft kiss of Erik's cock met his hole.


  "Fuck yeah, look at you. Hungry. Greedy." Erik pushed in, already slick with lube, though Ted couldn't have said when he'd done it. "Suck me in, Teddy. Give me a ride."


  Ted leveraged one foot in the rug beneath the sofa and shoved back, stretching himself wide on Erik's thick erection as his lover braced a hand on Ted's other leg to keep him in place. He gasped as his ass adjusted, but he didn't slow down until Erik pressed down on top of him, capturing his hands in a tight hold. "Let me."


  Again with the memory.


  Erik had held him still, spooning behind Ted, sliding in and out of Ted's ass with slow, sure strokes until they both crashed into their orgasms head first. They'd still been catching their breath when an echo of their cries came from the other side of the camp. Ben and Jack. Ted had forgotten they were there.


  "It was amazing, wasn't it? Listening to them come just after us." Erik whispered in Ted's ear, bringing him back to the present, to the feel of Erik's cock filling his ass. Erik matched his strokes to that night and Ted let him do the work. "Knowing that they began fucking while they listened to us. It was hot."


  Even here, with just the two of them, Ted couldn't admit that. Not out loud. But, damn, it had been. Erik changed the angle of his thrusts and the head of his cock grazed Ted's gland with each sure stroke. He moaned, keeping quiet for the moment, but remembering how Erik's cock had swollen again while still lodged inside his ass as they listened to the hurried slaps of skin from the other tent. God, it had been a fuck fest that night. Ted's balls pulled up tight, his orgasm slamming into him as cum soaked the sofa beneath him.


  "We should visit them again." Erik's breathing was harsh in Ted's ear, but even against the clamping of Ted's ass around his cock, Erik continued the smooth strokes. "Maybe next time we'll all just fuck out in the open."


  Ted turned his head to see Erik's face tight with possessiveness and he shook his head, gasping as Erik's strokes grew harder, pushing him against the still heated mess of cum under him. "No. No sharing you."


  A gleam darkened Erik's gaze and he shoved Ted's leg higher along the couch, slamming into him, deep and thick. "Fuck no, we're not sharing." He arched back as he came, hot and hard.


  Ted tucked his face away from Erik, his heart breaking. This hadn't ended the way it was supposed to. Erik should have leaned down to whisper I love you. But those words weren't coming.


  ****


  Erik stretched, coming awake fast when his arm met cool sheets where Teddy's warm body should have been. He sat up in bed, straining his hearing to catch any sound that would tell him where his lover was. And unless Ted was sitting someplace doing absolutely nothing– a high improbability– then the man wasn't home.


  Taking a deep breath, Erik reminded himself that Teddy was a grown man and allowed to run errands if he wanted. He swung his legs over the edge of the bed and scooped his sweats from the floor then pulled them on. As he was leaving the bedroom, the metallic click of a key in the front door lock made him smile. He stopped at the end of the hallway where he could see the door swing open, revealing Teddy juggling a brown paper bag and two extra-large coffees.


  Teddy's back was to him so he cast a quick look at the coffee table, reassuring himself the change he'd made the previous night was yet to be discovered. The smoky quartz skull was back in its place on the shelf and an off-white skull decorated with thin black lines now sat on the glass-top table.


  He watched from the dim light of the hallway as Teddy walked into the living room, freezing halfway to set down his purchases. Uncertainty worked Erik's muscles into knots as Teddy's shoulders slumped and he crossed the last few feet to deposit his load beside the tiny treasure. He could see Teddy's hand trembling as he picked up the smooth skull, brushing his thumb over the swooping lines around the eyes.


  Teddy sank down on the couch, still cradling the knick-knack in his palm. He whispered something, but Erik couldn't quite make it out. He leaned against the wall, wondering what was going through his professor's mind. "Remember those days in Cancun?"


  "Holy sh–" Teddy jumped up from the couch, bumping into the table and spilling the coffees. Mild panic was the best way Erik could describe it. Ted dug into the small paper bag and pulled out a handful of napkins, trying to keep the drinks from ruining the rug. "Dammit, Erik."


  Erik snagged a towel from the kitchen and helped clean up the mess. He caught Teddy's hand before he could escape. "I didn't mean to startle you." Silence hung heavy as Erik waited for Teddy. Finally relenting, he lifted his hand and let Teddy slip away to find the garbage can. He watched the easy sway of Teddy's hips as he disappeared around the corner, then found his way to his beanbag chair, sinking down into the familiar cradle. What the hell just happened?


  Soft footsteps stopped short behind him and Erik could hear Teddy's breathing, harsh and stuttered in the uncomfortable silence between them. His nerves were frayed to ragged, and as Erik opened his mouth to say something he knew he would regret later, Teddy's low murmur saved him. "I remember."


  Erik turned his head to see his lover. "It rained the whole time we were there."


  One corner of Teddy's mouth curved up, bringing the sweet look Erik had missed over the last few months. "We passed the time well enough."


  This weekend had been Erik's way of getting back to that. The previous night had been good. Better than, actually. Then Teddy had grown sullen. "I don't think we left the bedroom of our flat the entire time except to answer the door for food."


  "Mm-hmm."


  Erik studied Teddy's face, catching a glimpse of sadness before the professor pasted a smile on his lips. The look, the non-answer... it was just enough to respond, but not really commit to the conversation. It was like when they were first dating and Teddy was afraid to say he loved Erik– just in case Erik wasn't feeling the same.


  Erik's heart thumped hard as he mentally checked himself.


  Had he told Teddy once this weekend he loved him? He wracked his mind, thinking and rethinking the entire time they'd been together. When Teddy had come home... last night... Erik clenched his teeth.


  Not once.


  He had to correct that.


  Immediately.


  A sense of relief at figuring out what needed to happen next coursed through Erik, loosening his muscles and easing the headache that had set in. He relaxed into the soft chair, kicking his bare feet out in front of him as the tiny beaded stuffing contoured around his body. "That was our second trip together."


  Teddy's gaze was riveted to Erik's feet. "Yes."


  "Turned out to be a pretty big deal."


  A slight blush colored Teddy's cheeks as his gaze snapped to meet Erik's. The hint of wariness lurking in those deep brown eyes crushed Erik and nearly had him leaping up to clutch his lover to him. Teddy sniffed once, then nodded.


  "It was the first time we told each other I love you."


  Teddy stood picking at the bottom of his shirt and staring anywhere but at Erik now. Another nod.


  "I still do."


  Teddy crossed his arms over his chest. "Me too."


  Erik slapped his hand on the hardwood floor beside him, causing Teddy to flinch. "Theodore."


  That earned him a glare.


  "Sit with me." Erik held his hand out and hoped like crazy that Teddy would relinquish.


  Long, slender fingers slid across his palm, tingling his skin. Erik smiled as his lover nestled close, with their arms looped together. He tipped Teddy's face toward him, willing him to see the truth. "I love you. Always."


  The self-deprecating tilt to Ted's lips told Erik more than the slight shake of his head that he wasn't hearing it.


  Gripping Teddy's chin, Erik forced him to hold still. "Even as you sit here and think of the million ways I'm going to leave, I'm going to tell you a million times that I won't. That I love you. Every. Eccentric. Piece. Of you."


  "Why?"


  It was a hard question to answer. Not because Erik didn't know why, but because once the words hit the air, he thought it might sound foolish. "Because I love the way you sigh when I've left a pillow crooked or the dishes in the sink." He gave Teddy a soft kiss to the left of his mouth.


  "Because you always run your hand over that bowl by the door and smile when you think of us." A kiss to the right.


  "Because you come home to me every day." A kiss to Teddy's chin.


  "Because when I see your generosity, I burst with pride that you're mine." A kiss to his lips. He ignored the liquid sheen of Teddy's eyes, choosing instead to brush his thumb over his lover's trembling mouth. "I love you because you're so easy to love."


  Teddy stared at him for several seconds, then leaned up slightly to gift Erik with a long, languid kiss. When he pulled away, he whispered, "I thought..."


  "You thought I'd forgotten." Erik's pride, his heart, stung with the accuracy of that statement. "Maybe it did fall to the side. We were busy and tired. But as long as we come back to each other, no distractions, just remind each other, we can do this."


  "I can–" Teddy wrapped his arm around Erik's neck, pulling him down to kiss him again. "–do that. We can."


  THE END
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  NO FAULT OF HIS OWN


  by Sara York


  Ryan's eyes fluttered open. He was unhappy to see the room draped in semidarkness with the sun flipped to the other side of the house. How long had he been out for? He'd been exhausted, more than tired and here he was again taking a nap after work. The crisp metallic sound of Jesse sliding his key into the lock forced Ryan out of bed. He panicked. Dinner hadn't been made and it was his turn. That's three times in a row he'd flaked out. Fuck, Jesse worked so hard and all Ryan had to do was make a little dinner for him when he got home. Shitshitshit. Spaghetti, that's what he'd do. Jesse loved spaghetti but only fresh. He'd found the perfect excuse for why he hadn't started.


  "Hey babe, I'm–"


  The words stopped. Obviously his boyfriend was pissed he hadn't made dinner. Again, he'd failed at what he'd wanted to do. Fuck, he needed to get his shit together. Jesse had every right to be angry. The guy took care of so much stuff for both of them, and all he expected was for Ryan to make the meal on his nights. Hell, he didn't even have to cook an equal share. He only had Monday, Wednesday and Friday nights and they usually went out to eat on Friday. Crap, he hated disappointing Jesse time and time again.


  He pulled on his shirt and took two deep breaths, putting on a happy face, trying to convince Ryan he wasn't lying when he said he had the spaghetti dinner all planned out.


  "Jesse, glad you're home. I'll start on the spaghetti now. I know how you like it fresh."


  Jesse dropped his brief case and eyed Ryan suspiciously, the disappointment evident on his face. "Are you trying to get me to cook every night?"


  Ryan hated this. The last time his turn to cook came up, Jesse had come home and found Ryan passed out in bed, Jesse had gotten pissed and called him lazy. Ryan wasn't trying to be lazy, but he wasn't pulling his weight around the house.


  "No babe, I really didn't want to start too early. You do like your spaghetti perfect." Ryan stood only inches from Jesse, his tongue darting out, sliding along Jesse's jaw, his hands feathering over the still crisp shirt that hid Jesse's trim waist. Ryan knew how to make Jesse hot, so he turned on his charm, praying Jesse would drop the subject of food and think of anything else. Jesse frowned and the lines on his brow worried Ryan. His lover's job was tough, and he didn't need this type of crap from Ryan.


  Ryan loosened Jesse's tie and then pulled it over his head, tossing it on a chair. He undid the top two buttons of Jesse's shirt, licking at the enticing hollow spot. "I want you," Ryan whispered.


  Jesse growled deep in his throat and spun Ryan to face the other way, clawing at his shorts, pushing them to his knees as Jesse whipped out his dick, spat in his hand, smearing the moisture over his cock. He spat again, this time the moisture hitting Ryan's ass. Ryan jumped, anticipating what would come next.


  Jesse held his torso down against the table and slipped inside. The first wave of pain washed away as bliss took over. Jesse moved slow in the beginning then sped up as Ryan bucked against him. The sting of a slap took Ryan by surprise.


  "Stay still," Jesse snapped.


  Ryan tried not to move but he was about to blow, his dick swollen with need. He wanted to reach down and stroke himself, but Jesse had pinned him to the table, forcing him still. All of a sudden, Jesse grabbed at his chest, drawing Ryan to standing, his dick still buried deep in Ryan's ass.


  "Next time, make dinner." Jesse slammed into Ryan, taking his breath away. Jesse reached around and squeezed Ryan's cock. He gripped and stroked Ryan while he pounded into him. "You understand?"


  "Yes," Ryan hissed.


  Jesse stopped moving, his lips right at Ryan's ear. "Sometimes I wonder if you do this on purpose, to get me riled up. You like it rough."


  Maybe that's why he'd started to space out. Did he crave this too much? He loved when Jesse got rough and took him hard. He reveled in the way Jesse's hands clung possessively to him and how Jesse took control over his body.


  "Maybe I do it on purpose. Maybe I just want you in me so bad, I can't be good."


  Jesse laughed and drew his dick out almost all the way then shoved back in, his pounding aggressive and wild. "Fuck, Ryan. You drive me crazy. I love you so much."


  "Oh God, Jesse, feel me, feel that." Ryan's body trembled, his ass squeezed as the beginning of his orgasm stole his breath. "Jesse!"


  Behind him, Jesse jerked and groaned as he spilled his seed deep into Ryan. Ryan dropped to the table, more exhausted than ever. Jesse pulled out, leaving behind a bit of pain but Ryan didn't mind the soreness.


  Jesse's hands smoothed down Ryan's back, gently grazing over his rear. "I love you."


  Ryan stood and spun around, dizziness almost made him drop but he grabbed onto Jesse and held steady. He cupped Jesse's jaw, dropping kisses on his chin. "Babe, I love you too. I'm sorry dinner is late."


  They straightened their clothes and worked together in the kitchen, preparing spaghetti and a salad. When they sat at the table, Jesse sighed.


  "Bad day?" Ryan asked.


  "Just stressful."


  "You want to talk about it?"


  "No, yes, I don't know. I'm tired of bitching about my job. Seems that's all I do."


  "Babe, your job is tough. I don't envy you and I certainly don't mind when you need to blow off steam."


  Jesse chuckled, "I'm going to have to fire some people. It pisses me off but it does help to come home and bang your ass hard."


  Ryan blushed, "Yeah, you don't hear me complaining."


  Jesse reached out and took Ryan's hand. "We're good together."


  Two years ago when they'd had their first date, every one of Jesse's friends bet against them staying together for more than a few weeks. Ryan still struggled as an artist, and while his job at the coffee shop paid his part of the bills for the most part, Jesse picked up the tab more often than not. Jesse worked in corporate America as an executive vice president, the youngest at his company. They were totally different yet their relationship thrived.


  "You able to get off at the end of March?" Jesse asked.


  "Yeah, though I still feel a bit strange about the arrangements."


  "Babe, I want to take a vacation."


  Ryan stood to clear away the mess, wishing he hadn't said anything. Jesse jumped up behind him, and took the plates, depositing them on the counter.


  "Listen, Ryan, I know the income thing bugs you, but please don't do this, not right now."


  Normally money wasn't a big deal. They lived lean, which Jesse supported, but going to Hawaii was way out of Ryan's budget. Jesse said he didn't mind paying but the trip was too much. He knew what Jesse's friends would say, had said about Ryan mooching off of him, but Jesse swore it didn't bug him.


  "I... I know... Fuck, Jesse, I love you so much. I don't want this to be an issue."


  "Then don't make it one. So what if I pay for the vacation? I'm happy to take you to Hawaii. I want to do this. I want us to be together for a long time."


  Ryan did too. He had plans, big ones involving Hawaii and something beyond special.


  "I can't believe you even fell in love with me. I'm hard and brash. I'm impatient and demanding. I'm a jerk at times but you are so perfect. Why would you ever love me?"


  Ryan wove his fingers through Jesse's hair, pulling him close. "Babe, I'm not perfect. I forget to make dinner all the time. I have a crap job–"


  "But you're working on your art and you have the gallery showing in six months."


  "Yeah, but I'll never be successful like you. It's a small gallery, not much really."


  "Come here." Jesse pulled him into a tight hug, kissing his neck and rubbing his back. "I love you. Don't ever forget it."


  Ryan held on tight, wondering if he'd made the right decision to buy the rings. They were good together but would Jesse take it wrong when Ryan asked him to marry him on the first night in Hawaii? They hadn't really talked about marriage, not for them. God, he was probably making a huge mistake. What would Jesse say when he popped the question? Would he say yes? Ryan hoped so.


  After cleaning up the kitchen they cuddled on the couch watching TV. Ryan drifted off to sleep twice before Jesse declared the end of the day. Together they headed to the bedroom, but Jesse stopped at the door, his body going rigid behind Ryan's.


  "Did you take another nap today?" Jesse's voice sounded harsh to Ryan's ears.


  "Um, yeah. I was just tired."


  Jesse pushed him up against the door, holding Ryan still, searching his face for something. "That's three times this week."


  "I'm sorry."


  "Don't apologize."


  Ryan shrugged. "I thought you were angry."


  "No, not at you. At me for not seeing the issue."


  "What?"


  "Babe, you're sick. You never nap unless you're sick."


  "I'm fine, just tired." Ryan tried to brush off Jesse's hold but he wouldn't let go. They glared at each other for a moment then Ryan relaxed, slumping against Jesse. "Fine, I'll go."


  "Tomorrow morning. No excuses. Last time you got sick I had to pester you for days. Not again, you understand?"


  Ryan hated spending the money to go in to see a doctor, but he would since Jesse was making such a big deal of his naps and exhaustion. "I said I would. I get off early tomorrow. I'll go into the clinic after work."


  "A real doctor."


  "The clinic has real doctors." He pushed the issue even though he knew deep down he should go see Jesse's doctor, but at fifty bucks for the co-pay it hurt.


  "My doctor. I'll–"


  "Don't you dare say you'll pay."


  "Fine, just go to the damn doctor tomorrow. Okay?"


  "I'll go. Let's just get some sleep. I'm tired."


  Jesse rolled his eyes and let go of him. Ryan stripped off his clothes and brushed his teeth; barely able to keep his eyelids open as he went about his business. He fell into bed, not even realizing when Jesse slipped in beside him. The day had been too much. He didn't like being sick. Maybe the doctors would find the problem and give him some antibiotics to get over this infection.


  Jesse woke to an empty bed. He hadn't heard Ryan get up, but something had made a noise, but what? He waited a minute, listening for sounds of Ryan in the bathroom or the kitchen. Nothing. "Great, where is he?"


  He climbed out of bed, groaning as he shuffled around the end of the bed towards the bathroom. He'd made it almost to the door when his foot connected with something solid. He reached out, steadying himself so he didn't fall. He toed the object and horror washed over him. Jesse raced over and flipped the light switch, revealing his worst fears. Ryan was face down on the floor, his body twisted at an odd angle, like he'd just dropped while walking.


  "Babe. Ryan, wake up." Jesse knelt by Ryan, praying like crazy that his lover would be okay. He checked for a pulse, relieved to find the flutter at his neck. "Ryan, what the fuck is wrong with you?"


  Jesse grabbed Ryan's phone off the nightstand and dialed nine-one-one, giving his address and asking them to send an ambulance. After unlocking and opening the front door, Jesse went back to Ryan, holding his hand and begging him to wake up.


  Someone called at the front door and he yelled out, telling them to come back to the bedroom. He looked down, realizing he was naked and pulled on a pair of Ryan's shorts that were close by. The paramedics slid into place and Jesse backed up, watching them work. Tears stung his eyes as they pushed in a needle, setting up an intravenous flow.


  "Sir, can you tell me anything? Do you know what happened?" One of the paramedics asked.


  Jesse stared at him for a moment shaking his head. "He was tired. We went to bed. That's all I know."


  He watched helplessly as they loaded Ryan onto the metal stretcher and rolled him out to the ambulance. He followed after, ready to climb into the back when the paramedic stopped him. "Buddy, do you think you can drive?"


  "What?" Jesse asked.


  "You'll probably want your car at the hospital. Are you okay to drive?"


  Jesse closed his eyes, assessing his situation. The paramedic was right. He would want his car. He'd follow behind the ambulance. "Yeah, I'll follow."


  "Drive slow. I promise we will take good care of him."


  Jesse's heart thudded as the ambulance doors slapped closed. Walking away from the back of the ambulance, returning to the house to grab his keys and license was the most difficult thing he'd ever done. The lights strobed from the top of the ambulance and the sirens blared as the huge truck pulled away from the front of his house. Tears dampened his cheeks and his chest squeezed like someone was crushing him. He couldn't breath. Every intake of breath hurt, every thrum of his heart stung. He pulled on clothes, grabbed a pair of sweats for Ryan and froze, staring into the drawer at two blue boxes, jewelry boxes. He picked one up, spying a yellow slip of notepaper below them with Ryan's handwriting on it.


  I'll love you till the day I die. You're the most important person in my life. Every day with you is better than the last. I'll do anything for you. I love you. Please marry me.


  Tears stung his eyes as he sobbed and grabbed the other box, opening both. Rings. Two rings. Oh God, oh God. Ryan.


  The drive to the hospital was hectic, leaving him shattered by the time he pulled into the parking lot near the ER. He hopped out of his car, racing to the building, dodging vehicles, frantic with worry about Ryan all the while. Surprisingly, the ER waiting room was mostly empty and he was quickly ushered back to the curtained off area where Ryan lay unconscious.


  Every fear he'd ever had welled up inside. If anything happened to Ryan he couldn't go on. Frozen with anxiety, he stood off to the side, unsure what the hell he could do but wanting to do something.


  The curtain pulled open behind him, he turned to see a woman in blue scrubs. She smiled at him and grabbed a chart off Ryan's bed.


  "Okay, so I assume you know the patient. I'm Dr. Wilson."


  Ryan nodded at the doctor and grimaced. "I'm Jesse Carson and this is Ryan Miller. He's twenty-eight."


  "Good, does he have a history of diabetes?"


  "What? No." Jesse turned back towards Ryan, his heart squeezed and bile rose in his throat.


  "Does he have any preexisting conditions?" Doctor Wilson asked.


  "No, he's healthy. Flu last year, but healthy."


  "Are you family?"


  Jesse fingered the rings in his pocket. "He's my fiancé."


  The doctor smiled and glanced down at the clipboard. "Normally we only discuss medical information with family. When is the wedding?"


  "Three weeks. We're going to Hawaii afterwards."


  "Nice, honeymoon in Hawaii. So, diabetes is very much manageable. Once he's awake, we'll talk to him."


  "Is he going to be okay?"


  The doctor stepped close to Ryan, checked the monitors and smiled up at Jesse. "He's not in a coma, which is good."


  "A coma?"


  "Untreated, diabetes can result in some rather nasty complications. He's lucky you were with him and found him. You probably woke when he passed out."


  "God, I feel so bad."


  "You didn't know."


  Jesse closed his eyes, thinking about how he reacted when he came home and found dinner not done. How he'd pushed Ryan up against the table, pounding in to him, anger mixing with lust. Fuck, he was a jerk.


  "Mr. Carson, you didn't know but now you do."


  Jesse stared at Ryan, vowing to never let him go. When he woke up, Jesse would ask him. They weren't going to wait any longer. No putting off their relationship. He and Ryan were a couple and they would be together.


  The night turned to day and Jesse called his office, telling them he wouldn't be in. He dialed Ryan's work and told them he was in the hospital and would need a few days off. A little after eight, Ryan's eyes fluttered open. Confusion screwed up his face, then relief when he spied Jesse. The emotions inside bubbled out and Jesse felt as though his heart would burst. He grabbed onto Ryan's hand and held tight, fighting the tears that would turn to sobs if he didn't control them.


  "Ryan," Jesse choked on the word and fought for composure.


  "What happened?" Ryan croaked.


  "Let me get you some water."


  Jesse's hands shook as he poured the water, his mind on popping the question. Ryan would say yes, but still, he was so freaking nervous. Could he be the husband Ryan deserved? He handed the cup to Ryan, helping him steady the glass as he took a sip. The curtain pushed back and Dr. Wilson entered.


  "Ah, good to see you awake and before I left for the day. Ryan, I'm Dr. Wilson. How are you feeling?"


  "Strange, what happened?"


  "You passed out. Luckily, we drew some blood when you first got here and did a work up."


  "And?" Ryan asked.


  "Is there a history of diabetes in your family?"


  "I'm not sure. My dad took off before I was born."


  "It's okay, we don't need a complete family history."


  Ryan glanced at Jesse and back to the doctor, his brows knit together. "Why are you asking me about diabetes?"


  Jesse held onto Ryan's hand as the doctor explained everything. There were tears, lots of them. Ryan clung to him, squeezing his hand tighter and tighter as the doctor talked. When the doctor left, Ryan looked totally crushed. Jesse crawled up on the bed with Ryan, wrapping his arms around him.


  "I'm sorry I was angry with you earlier. I didn't realize."


  Ryan picked at a thread on the blanket covering him. The IV line was a painful reminder of what could have happened had Jesse not found Ryan– hell, he didn't want to think about that outcome.


  "Jesse, it's okay. I'm not upset. I love you."


  Jesse blew out a huge breath and touched his pocket making sure both rings were still there. "Babe, speaking of love. I had to grab clothes for you."


  Ryan's brows pinched together. "Okay, what does that have to do with love?"


  "From your drawer," Jesse whispered, not trusting his voice. Jesse drew back, searching Ryan's face, wondering if he would understand or would Jesse have to spell it out. At first nothing showed on Ryan's face, then realization dawned.


  "Oh."


  "You mean the world to me."


  Ryan bit his lip, his eyes clouding with worry. "I wanted to ask you in Hawaii."


  "No."


  Ryan sat up, his eyes filled with pain. "No, but we're good together."


  "No, not Hawaii." Jesse jumped out of the bed and took both of Ryan's hands in his, wanting to kneel but that would make it beyond awkward because of the height of the bed. "Ryan, I have loved you for so long, almost since the day we met, for sure by the end of our second date. I had a hell of a time getting you to move in with me, and I'm so glad you finally relented."


  "Jesse."


  "Let me finish."


  "Okay." Ryan smiled up at him.


  "Please marry me."


  "You know my answer."


  "I want to hear you say the word," Jesse said.


  "But I was supposed to ask you."


  "Let me have this. Please."


  "Yes." Ryan's smile left Jesse light headed.


  "Yes, you'll marry me or yes, you are letting me ask you?"


  "Yes Jesse. I'll marry you."


  Jesse smile hurt his cheeks. He felt so alive with love for Ryan. "Really?"


  "Yes, dufus. I was going to ask you, so of course I'll marry you."


  "God, Ryan, I love you." Jesse clung to Ryan, squeezing him tight. "I want you to quit your job at the coffee shop."


  Ryan pushed at Jesse's hold, his body going stiff. "No way, I can't quit. Plus, I need the money."


  Jesse turned, one leg hanging off the mattress as he faced his fiancé. "Ryan, I want you to stay healthy–"


  "But I won't have–"


  Jesse placed a finger on Ryan's lips, hushing him. "Listen, that's all I want you to do right now. Can you listen?"


  Ryan nodded though anger filled his gaze.


  "Babe, you've put off your art long enough. You work long hours at the coffee shop, leaving you only a few hours each week to concentrate on what you love."


  Ryan closed his eyes and Jesse stopped talking until he opened them again, fixing Jesse with a troubled stare. "Sweetie, you stopped taking classes because of the coffee shop. Please, go back to school and finish."


  "But it'll cost a fortune. I have some money saved, but not enough."


  "Ryan, you're about to be my husband. I have money set aside for this."


  "Wait, are you saying you've saved up money to put me through school?"


  Jesse nodded. "Yeah. After we'd been together a few months, I'd already fallen in love with you. I was looking for the right time to tell you about the money. It broke my heart when you quit your classes. You're good, real good, and not that you need a degree but the connections you'll get while in school can't hurt. Please say yes."


  "You want to pay for the rest of my classes?" Ryan asked and his eyebrows scrunched together causing lines to race across his brow.


  "I'll do anything for you. I love you."


  Ryan cupped Jesse's face, drawing him close. When they were less than an inch apart, Ryan nodded his head. "Thank you, I'll cut back on my hours and enroll in some classes."


  "Good enough." Jesse closed the distance, his lips brushing gently against Ryan's. They stayed locked in each other's arms for a long time, kissing until the scrape of the curtain interrupted them. Jesse had never been better. They could get through anything as long as they stayed together. He'd take care of Ryan, doing what ever it took to keep him healthy. He couldn't believe the guy loved him enough to take a chance with him, and he'd spend the rest of his life making sure Ryan understood how much he meant to him.


  The nurse left and Ryan reached out. Jesse took his hand, holding it to his heart.


  "Jesse, I can't believe you want me but I'm glad you do. I love you more than anything."


  "I love you."


  They smiled at each other, both of their eyes shiny with moisture. This wasn't at all how he thought they would finally cement their relationship, but now Jesse had Ryan and he would never let him go.


  THE END
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