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  Introduction


  The story you are about to read celebrates love, sex and romance between men. It is a product of the Love Is Always Write promotion sponsored by the Goodreads M/M Romance Group and is 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 Eight.


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


  Words of Caution


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


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


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


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


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


  Enjoy.
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  RAINBOWS AND PUPPIES


  by Jonathan Treadway


  [image: ]


  Color photograph from overhead of a long rainbow flag with eight colors. It starts at the top on the Gulf side of Key West and flows down the street. Lots of people are holding both sides of the flag all the way across, with some people walking along the sides of the street. On the bottom of the photo, there are seven people holding the other end of the flag while standing knee-deep in the Atlantic Ocean.


  [image: ]


  Dear Author


  It took two days in my cramped Kia, but me and what I'm convinced are the only other gay students from our small Oklahoma college are finally here.


  No more hiding. No more excuses. I'm going to touch that flag.


  Sincerely,


  Debbie
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  RAINBOWS AND PUPPIES


  by Jonathan Treadway


  It took two days in my cramped Kia, but me and what I'm convinced are the only other gay students from our small Oklahoma college are finally here.


  No more hiding. No more excuses. I'm going to touch that flag.


  "Fluffernutter! Get off me…. Jesus, Jer, why did you have to bring your dog again?"


  "Aw, poor Kevvy can't handle a widdle puppy? She's only six months old, Kevin, and must weigh all of ten pounds. Too big for you?"


  "You shithead. She's licking me and won't stay away even when I push her off me, and her breath stinks."


  I had to laugh, 'cause he was right. I haven't figured out how to get Fluffy to sit still long enough to brush her teeth, but I was working on it. "Okay, you got me there. Look, I'll pull over at the next rest stop and we can put her in the cage for a while after she goes potty. Then we can switch drivers."


  "Thanks, Jerry. Human bio break too, though. Should we wake up ol' Hairy now or when we stop?"


  "Let him sleep until we get there. He's the next driver."


  I, Jeremy Hamilton— known as Jerry— and my two best friends, Kevin Walters and Harry (Hairy, since he was a big ol' bear) O'Connor, were traveling from Oklahoma City to Key West in my new baby, a 2002 Kia Sportage. While it seemed roomy and comfortable around the city, it was currently packed to the gills with Fluffernutter's cage and food, our duffel bags, a cooler full of energy drinks and sodas, lots of snack food, and sleeping bags. It was Thursday, June 12, 2003, and we were on a Road Trip— yes, that's with capital letters— because we were driving down to be part of the PrideFest celebration in Key West.


  Our goal was to be among the three thousand or so LGBT people who were going to hold the "sea to shining sea" rainbow flag, from the Gulf of Mexico to the Atlantic Ocean along Duval Street, on Sunday. We would be there to celebrate the whole Pride weekend and staying on for another week's vacation, starting in thirty-six more hours! We were planning to drive through the night, since the total trip was 1,624 miles, according to Google Maps. It looked straightforward, and with three drivers, we each only had to drive about five hundred miles, which we were spreading over forty-eight hours. We hoped that would give us some breaks, a turn to sleep in the back seat, and plenty of time to get us to Key West. We figured we'd get to the hotel and unpack on Saturday, then head over to Duval Street and enjoy the Street Fair and the crowds, and just revel in being gay and out and enjoying the gay-friendly atmosphere. I figured we could sleep on the beach for the next eight days if we needed to, but no way was I going to miss immersing myself in the gay pride atmosphere and just enjoy being me for a change.


  The three of us were used to being together (we're lovingly called the 'Three Gay Musketeers' on campus, and we decided to embrace it). We met at our small, private college, and were the only three openly gay men there, as far as we knew. We were close friends, as well as a support group during all the times we felt isolated on our busy, rural campus. All of us knew others who were afraid to come out, since it was a pretty conservative school, with somewhat religious overtones. We ended up meeting with a lot of those men in secret, and tried to be encouraging and supportive as they struggled with their own sexual identities, and the scary idea of baring their souls to family and friends.


  I told Mom and Dad my freshman year in high school that I was gay and they said that they had kind of guessed already. Well, I'm not exactly butch; I'm more of what most people think of as a twink, although I hate that word; I'm not blond and stupid, just short. I've always been loose-limbed, I talk with my hands, and I'm very expressive. I'm also only about five feet seven and skinny, but I was on the high school swim team and am now on our college team, so at least I have a nice body. In fact, that's how I met Kevin during our freshman year; he's on the team too. We're pretty much built alike, except he's like an inch taller than me. We immediately clicked and hung out all the time, and man, we're like sharks in the water when we compete against each other. Kevin is really good-looking, but I don't think I'm anything special. He is blond with brown eyes, and I'm dark with blue eyes. My eyes are my best feature, and I generally wear eye liner to highlight them when I'm going out. Kevin doesn't have to do anything like that, and I think he's perfect as is.


  We met Hairy a couple of months later, and that's when we became the Three Gay Musketeers. I'd never hidden my orientation, since it's kind of hard for me to anyway. Hairy was out too from the get go, but he was in a different dorm and heavy into football, so it took a while longer to meet him that fall. He just fit with us and we're all close. It took a while for Kevin to come out, but it became kind of obvious, since he hung out with two gay guys all the time. He's quieter than Hairy or me, and got the brunt of the name calling and suffering— probably because he was being secretive about his sexuality at the time— especially when neither of us was around. I'll just give it right back to them, but Kevin takes it personally, I think. At least at first, but this past year we've been so active in trying to raise awareness around diversity that he's come into his own.


  This Road Trip was our prize at the end of a pretty tough year, but it symbolized the final acceptance of an LGBT group at the college, and the first time the rainbow flag was flown during the final ceremonies when the senior class graduated a few weeks ago. Going to Key West to help hold the one-and-a-quarter-mile rainbow flag was just too fucking cool for words, and we are going to be there, no matter what shit happened, because I was going to hold that flag. It was personal for me; I had been the one to come up with the idea of the LGBT group, and counted it as a major coup that it actually happened. This had been my first taste of activism, and I really liked it. In fact, I intended to continue doing it for a long time, even after I graduated in two years.


  The three of us fought hard most of this past year with a couple of lesbian friends as well as other minority groups to not only have the right to start up our group, which had grown to over ten people within a few months, but to celebrate our uniqueness on campus as we pleased. In other words, we were able to persuade the administration to acknowledge the diversity on campus and help us stop at least some of the bigotry and religious crap that was going on, not only against the LGBT students, but other minorities as well.


  It wasn't that the administration was that difficult to persuade, it was getting them to give everyone some sort of awareness training around diversity, and to help us start trying to change the campus culture. Hairy, Kev and I had just finished up our sophomore year, so we still had a couple of years to keep working on this. Plus, the three of us got a suite together next year, with two bedrooms, a small kitchen and a living room, so the group could meet there sometimes. Our hope was that having a private place where LGBT people could be themselves would open up the floodgates, per se. Our next goal was to have an LGBT Center somewhere on campus.


  While it was going to be a fucking fantastic year with Hairy and Kevin and me sharing the suite, it also kind of worried me because I had a deep, dark secret. Yeah, you guessed it; I had a huge crush on Kevin, and I was afraid that it would somehow reveal itself before I had the chance to let him know how I felt. Like getting a boner when he walked into the bedroom with just a towel on (or naked, please, please, God), or drooling when he leaned over to pick something off the floor, or crying when he went on a date with someone else. On the other hand, I was kind of hoping that this trip would bring us closer, and I would finally find the guts to actually do something about it. That was my plan, at least.


  Hairy was the fly in the ointment. It was originally just going to be the two of us on this trip, but Hairy got his parents to change their minds at the last minute. I didn't really mind, since he was a good friend and kept us amused a lot, and he could be a buffer between Kev and me if something shitty happened, like he only thought of me as a friend. Or even worse, a brother. And a third to share the expenses was definitely a plus. Kevin was really happy about it, since he knew that his expenses would be tight; his parents had written him off this spring when he came out to them, and cut off his college tuition payments after this year, the fuckers! So he was working as many hours as he could and had to finagle his boss to let him take this time off. It would be his only vacation this summer. Hairy and I were starting at the same restaurant when we got back, and we were counting on making up the money through tips. We had both agreed to pay our parents back so they'd let us come, since we hadn't started our jobs yet.


  "Hey, Jer, there's a rest stop coming up in a mile. Did you see the sign?"


  "Yup, got it; thanks. I'm ready for some real food and a nap. And I gotta pee like a racehorse, so I'm betting Fluffernutter is about ready to burst."


  "If we keep stopping, are we going to make it there in time?" a deep, grumbly, sleepy voice asked in the seat next to me.


  "Yes; I'm going to be there to hold that flag no matter what," I said as I put on the blinker and got ready to exit. "It'll probably be in the Guinness Book of World Records, and I wanna say that I was there when it happened."


  "Welcome back to the living, Hairball. You're driving next, ya know," Kevin said as he poked Hairy in the shoulder. Hairy slapped his finger away, and sat up straight to stretch his long, muscular arms up over his head as he yawned. Hairy was several inches over six feet, shaved bald with multiple piercings in his ears, and had some heavily-tattooed Celtic bands around his upper arms. He was in fucking fantastic shape, but had the hairiest chest Kevin and I had ever seen. While he looked tough, he was really a teddy bear, and both Kevin and I adored him. He was overly protective of both of us, which helped keep down the trouble we'd inevitably had on campus: taunts and rumors flew, but no one really wanted to tangle with a popular football player who'd made it perfectly clear from the first day that he didn't take any shit from anyone, especially about being gay.


  "Yeah, yeah. Hey, where's Fluffy? Here, girl! That's a good sweetie." Hairy gently squeezed her after she hopped into his lap, and gave her a big kiss on top of her head. I was amused whenever Harry did that, because little Fluffernutter, named that because she was a white and tan mutt and reminded me of one of my favorite snacks, looked so small next to him. Fluffy wiggled all around and tried to kiss him back, but he didn't let her. He did open the window for her, though, so she could stick her head out while we slowed down and found a place to park near the grassy island.


  "Man, I should have thought of that," Kevin muttered. "Then I wouldn't have had to smell her stinky breath."


  After the brief stop and some sandwiches I grabbed from the cooler, we got down to some serious driving. With Hairy at the wheel, we all knew we'd be making good time as he took off like Mario Andretti. It was my turn to sleep on the back seat, and I crashed, even though Hairy had turned up the sound on some loud hard metal band I'd never heard before. Fluffy was happily snoozing in her cage after her run and some water.


  When I finally woke up, it was late, and we had stopped to change places. Kevin was driving for his second turn. Hairy moved to the back and immediately started snoring softly. I checked on him as Kevin pulled out onto the highway, and he was out like a light, scrunched up in the seat so he could lie down. He didn't look too comfortable, but there wasn't much we could do about it. At least he was using a sleeping bag as a pillow and on his side, or we'd be drowned out from the sound of his snores. I figured it was a good time to try to get Kevin to talk about what happened over spring break. He'd been really closed-mouth about it, but both Hairy and I could see that he was still upset. All we knew was that he came out to them and was sent packing back to school by his parents.


  "So, Kevin, um… do you wanna talk about when you came out to your parents? If you don't want to, it's okay. Very okay. And I won't say anything to Hairy if you don't want me to, though I can't imagine why you wouldn't. You know him; you'll just get engulfed in a huge hug and loved on until you feel better."


  I held my breath, but Kevin let out a big sigh and then I could see him nodding from the passing street lights.


  "I've been meaning to tell you; it's not like it's a big secret or anything. I was too upset when I got back to school, and then it got so busy trying to get everything done before the end of school." He looked at me briefly, then back at the road. "Shit, Jer, I was such a fucking idiot. I'm so used to being more open at school that I forgot where I was for a moment. I got caught behind the garage with one of my high school fuck buddies, sucking him off. Mom and Dad had gone for their daily walk and I thought they'd be gone at least an hour, but apparently Mom had some meeting she had to go to, and they came back earlier than usual. They heard all the moaning from Pete, and they both came around the corner to see what was happening."


  "Oh shit."


  "Yeah, shit is right; it was so fucking embarrassing. We were mostly dressed, thank God, but I was on my knees sucking him off while stroking my dick, and they got the full side view."


  "That sucks."


  Kevin rolled his eyes and looked at me in exasperation. "Shut up, Jerry."


  "What? Oh. Sorry, Kev. I didn't mean it that way. Go on." I wanted to touch him, to reassure him, to feel him, but I couldn't make myself reach for him.


  "I think they were stunned for a minute, which gave Pete and me a chance to fix ourselves up, but then Dad just exploded and starting pushing me around, yelling that no son of his was queer and he was going to teach me to be a 'man'. Pete was so scared they'd tell his folks that he took off like a rocket. We haven't talked since; he won't return my calls or texts, so I don't know what happened to him, or if my parents talked to his. Though they're not friends or anything, thank God."


  "What about your Mom? What did she do?"


  "She just turned away and walked back into the house without a word, but when I got away from Dad and ran through the kitchen to my room, she was sitting at the table and crying her eyes out. I thought my mom would be shocked but stand up for me, ya know? Guess I didn't know her as well as I thought. But she doesn't cross my dad very much, so maybe I shouldn't be so surprised." Kevin rubbed his arm across his eyes, and I felt kind of bad that I had brought up something that still hurt so much. I cared so much about him and hated seeing him in so much pain. I guess I hoped that by getting him to talk about it, he would maybe start feeling better. You know, the load shared and all that. Knowing I had to touch him somehow in comfort, I took a risk and put my hand behind his neck, rubbing it up and down. I hoped it came across as trying to be supportive, and not a perv taking advantage of his pain. After a very long minute, he sighed and relaxed while he leaned back into it, so I kept it going.


  I felt obligated to say, "You don't have to tell me if you don't want. I just thought that maybe it would help to get it out…."


  "Actually, it kinda does feel good to talk about it." He paused, then continued, "I didn't really think they would flip out as much as they did. I knew Dad would be pretty bad and definitely worse than Mom, but shit, Jerry, I thought Mom and me were close. But all she did was cry, so I ran upstairs and locked myself in my bedroom that night. I crawled into bed, and was so mad at Mom and hurt that I think I ended up crying myself to sleep. 'Course, Dad woke me up by banging on my door the next morning, telling me to come down to the kitchen. That's where we always have our family meetings, so I was kinda scared. But I went down and sat like the good boy I am, and Dad starting going on and on about how they were extremely disappointed in me, and how they tried to raise me to be a Christian, and to be ‘normal’, whatever the fuck that is. And that their church didn't accept queers, and it was an abomination against God, and all that crap."


  "Fuck, I really hate religion. I'm so damned glad that my parents don't believe in 'formal religion,' as Mom calls it. I always thought they were pretty geeky, being mad scientists and all, but deep down I know how lucky I am to have them."


  "And don't you forget it! You know, I even tried to argue that God made me this way, but Dad wasn't listening as usual, and was too busy telling me how awful I was. He finally just stood up, looked at me in absolute disgust, and said that they no longer had a son, and I was on my own unless I was willing to change. He was cutting me off as of that moment, unless I would talk to their priest and go to some fix-it camp their church runs. We all know how good those work."


  "Jeez, Kevin. That's awful." I felt so bad for him, I almost felt like crying. "Do you think they'll ever change their mind?"


  Kevin shrugged his shoulders. "I have no clue."


  "What about your mom? She didn't say anything?"


  "Nope, she just sat there like a statue, and wouldn't look at me. I tried to get her to talk to me and get some kind of reaction, but she kept turning away from me until Dad made me leave the room."


  "Well, maybe that means that she didn't agree but didn't dare say anything in front of your dad." My arm was starting to tingle and was getting tired from caressing his neck, so I brought it down and sort of casually landed on his leg. I squeezed his thigh, and left my hand there. He didn't look at me funny or anything, but just kept driving, so I gently rubbed his leg a few times. I watched him, making sure he wasn't too distracted by the discussion, but he seemed to have calmed down.


  To break the silence, I asked, "Can they even do that? I mean, cut you off? I thought you said college was paid for by your grandparents from a trust or something, so it's your money, right?"


  "Yeah, but it's in a trust until I'm twenty-five, and Mom and Dad control it. When I pointed out that Grandma and Pappy had left me that trust, he said that they'd just say that it paid for the first two years and it was now gone. We'd been splitting the tuition one-third me and two-thirds them, so I still had some left."


  "That's so fucking unfair. Were they your mom's or dad's parents?"


  "Mom's. I might try appealing to her once things have calmed down, but I'm not holding my breath. She hasn't tried to contact me at all, and it's been almost three months." He sighed and I was quiet for a couple of minutes. I finally couldn't stand the silence, though.


  "I'm really sorry, Kevin. Sometimes it takes time, you know? And well, sometimes parents just suck. Didn't you know how religious they were?"


  "Nope, I had no fucking idea." Kevin hit the steering wheel with his fist. "Growing up, we always went to church and it didn't seem like it was a big deal. But my freshman year, they started going to this new church. Mom and Dad talked about it a lot, but I guess I didn't realize that they took it that seriously. Dad's always been kind of a bigot but I think this church seemed to make it worse. We got along okay, though."


  "I guess you never went?"


  "No, I had no interest, especially since none of my friends went there, and I worked on Sundays. I was at the diner last summer, remember?"


  "Yeah, it's what helped you get the job you have now, and now our jobs too." The music played lightly in the background; Kevin's iPod must have been on a random mix because there didn't seem to be any rhyme or reason for what played. My hand was still on his leg and I had been letting it sit there, not bringing any attention to it. It was comforting me so I hoped he had forgotten about it, or that it was at least bringing him some measure of comfort too.


  Kevin ran his right hand through his hair, raising it into sexy spikes that bent every which way. He huffed out a breath, and then said, "What I can't seem to wrap my mind around is how my parents can just drop me like that. After raising me for nineteen years? It's not like I've changed; I just like guys instead of girls, although they didn't know that." He hit the steering wheel again. "I should have just gone up to my room with Pete, and not let him talk me into doing it behind the garage. Then none of this would have happened, and I'd still be okay."


  "'Hindsight is twenty-twenty.' I guess you can never really know how people will react. Did your friends at least know you were gay?"


  "My close ones. Just a couple of 'em, though. Being in a small town, you don't want to stand out, especially in Texas. Pete, obviously, and Katy. You remember me talking about her? She's like my best friend."


  "Yeah. Does she know what happened?"


  "Of course; I called her as soon as I got to my room after the kitchen scene. My parents gave me some time to pack up my stuff, at least, and I was out of there pretty quick. They wouldn't even say goodbye, though, Jer. I could see Mom in the kitchen doing something but she just nodded and wouldn't look at me when I told her I was leaving. I didn't see Dad anywhere. Anyway, Katy told me to come straight over, so after I packed up the car, I went to her house and we went up to her room. She talked to me for a couple of hours and calmed me down before I hit the road, 'cause I was really upset and couldn't stop crying." Kevin was quiet for a few seconds as if reliving the scene, then sighed. "Katy and I still talk all the time, and she's been fantastic. I'm really excited because she's coming to see me just before her classes start in August."


  "Great! I'd like to meet her. She's at Tulane, right? In New Orleans? We should go visit her over Mardi Gras!"


  "Actually, she said that the parade in September was better. I forget what it's called… oh, Southern Decadence, I think. It's all gay people like us."


  "Damn, that sounds awesome. Maybe next year?"


  "Maybe."


  We both fell silent again; I was digesting what he told me. I couldn't imagine what it must have been like to have parents one minute, and the next be totally on my own. I mean, if you can't count on your family, who could you count on? At least I had a brother and sister, but Kevin was an only child. I'd be scared shitless trying to grasp what that meant, having to come up with money to pay for everything. Thank God mine were mine, and I vowed to be a better son from that moment on.


  "You okay?" I finally asked.


  He shrugged. "I will be, eventually. I've been talking a lot to Jinx, too, since she's in the same predicament." Jinx was the lesbian that we were closest to of the pair that had been helping us. "I'm glad you know now, and I don't mind if you want to tell Hairy the details. It's not exactly a secret that I'm cut off; I've just been kind of upset and didn't know how to talk about it."


  "I know. That's why we've left it alone. You know we'll both help you any way we can, right?"


  "Of course, but I think I'll be okay. No, I know I will. Financially, at least. I've been working with the Financial Aid office, and because I have different circumstances than when I first applied, they're giving me more money next year. It's going to be a swimming scholarship. And there are a lot of scholarships and things for LGBT students. I've already contacted the Point Foundation, which gives money to LGBT kids who've been thrown out because they're gay."


  "That's fantastic! But a job at the restaurant, and swim team, and a full load of courses? And the LGBT Center on top of that? Shit, Kevin, you won't have time to breathe!" And I'll never be able to spend time with him, was my first thought. I know, selfish as all get out, but still. I really liked the guy, okay?


  "Don't worry. I'll make it work somehow. I probably can't be a major player in getting the LGBT Center, but I'll still do as much as I can."


  "No problem; I mean, of the three of us, you're the one who could balance everything the best, anyway, but just tell us if we're loading on too much, okay?" We talked about courses we were taking together and our majors, since we had to declare this past semester. Hairy was in electrical engineering, I was in computer science, and Kevin was an English major. He wanted to be a journalist, and I wanted to be the next Bill Gates. Not that I had any brilliant ideas yet, but I liked the concept of lots of money. Don't worry, I'm not really that shallow, but I wanted to travel, have nice clothes, and a fancy apartment in a city like San Francisco or L.A.. I'm willing to work for it, though.


  I had almost forgotten where my hand was still laying, it felt so natural. I was therefore totally startled when he put his hand on top of mine and squeezed it. "Thanks, Jer."


  "Sure, Kev," I somehow managed to say in a fairly normal voice. Kevin squeezed my hand again and left them clasped, resting on top of his leg. I gulped in amazement, afraid to move my hand but wanting desperately to turn it over and entwine our fingers. I also wanted to scoot over, pull out his cock, and suck his brains out, but that probably wasn't too good an idea while he was driving. Especially since Fluffernutter was lying on the floor over my feet where it was cooler. My heart was racing and my cock was growing, but I finally was able to relax, at least everywhere but my crotch. I boldly used my other hand to make myself more comfortable, and Kevin cleared his throat. Maybe us getting together wasn't such a long shot, I was starting to think. I raised my head to look at him. He was smiling this little shit-eating smile he gets, and this time I knew it was for me. My heart stuttered. He knew. He had known. How I felt about him. Oh God.


  And he was still holding my hand. Thank You God. Once I could think again and remember how to talk, I thought about how fond Mom and Dad were of both Kevin and Harry. "You know, Mom and Dad are going to totally adopt you when they see you in August. So you'll still have some parental units. If you want them," I blurted.


  Kevin laughed but he said, "Cool." And we stayed that way for a long time.


  Eventually, Kevin had to put his hand back on the wheel so that he could turn onto another highway. I pulled mine back into my lap, trying to move things around down there again without Kevin noticing. I think I pulled it off, since he was watching signs and switching lanes. I was hard as a rock just from holding hands. I figured I'd just blast apart as soon as Kevin kissed me. And shit, did I ever want that from him.


  It was a long, long trip. We kept pushing south on really boring highways that ran through a whole lot of nothing. We got sick of our favorite music. At least Fluffernutter didn't get sick; that would have been fucking awful. We took good care of her, stopping every few hours to let her out to do her business. In the car, Hairy and I made sure she got lots of love, and told her she was a good girl and a good excuse to get us out of the car to stretch our legs awhile.


  This went on and on and on until we started to see signs for Key West, and as weary as we all were, we perked up at the thought of actually being in gay nirvana, with lots of eye candy. Not to mention the gorgeous scenery, the good food, plenty to drink, and eight days to explore the area before we had to head back. We were going to do it all, and Kevin wouldn't be able to stop us from treating him to great meals. He still needed cheering up, after all.


  And I was the man to do it. I hoped.


  Traffic was bad on the long bridge through the Keys, and we crept toward our goal with tons of other people in cars and buses. It was fun to people-watch and check out all the bumper stickers. I was glad we had built in some extra time, though, because we didn't get to the hotel until past noon. We were exhausted and exhilarated and ready to party. Even Fluffernutter, who was bouncing around the lobby while Hairy checked us in, dragging me along to check everyone out. She is a cutie, so of course everyone had to pet her and tell her how adorable she was. Fluffy was in seventh heaven, and I wasn't feeling too bad either: lots of the people we met were gorgeous guys who were there getting ready to head down to the festivities, and I got some winks and a few pats on my butt while I chatted with various people. At some point, Kevin appeared at my side and stayed there, while I tried to figure out if he was being protective or if maybe he was a little jealous of the attention I was getting.


  I could only hope.


  Okay, I said a little prayer too.


  We got all our stuff up to our room and pretty much dropped it all over the beds and floor. Then we took turns taking quick showers to wash the road dust off of us. Fluffy was having an attack of "the funnies," as my dad always called it, racing around and yipping at nothing at all, jumping onto the beds and flinging herself off, and having a grand time while I tried to get her under control. And to not drool when Kevin came out in his tighty-whities.


  After about an hour, we were done, and starving. While waiting for the others, I had checked the map, and we decided to head down to Duval Street and the bazaar, finding somewhere we could eat, with my canine buddy, along the way. It was a gorgeous day, and I made sure I walked next to Kevin, accidently on purpose knocking into him or brushing his arm. I wanted to grab his hand and claim him to the world, but held back. Barely. With Harry hanging around us, I wasn't sure what was okay and what wasn't. Oh well, we were here, we were queer, and day-amn, there were some fine-looking men around: tanned, in fantastic shape, with as little on as possible. Kevin, Hairy and I kept pointing out a hot one, and nudging each other over the next one, and the next one…. I had never seen so many Friends of Dorothy in one place, and it was fabulous. I could feel my inner Marilyn coming out, and Hairy watched me ogle a guy's ass as mine started swinging a little looser and my hands started moving a lot more as I gushed over the guy.


  Harry suddenly boomed out, "Oh, yeah. The real Jerry has come to the par-tay. You go, girl!" I winked at him as we all burst out laughing, happy to be in Key West and immediately feeling right at home. I wasn't the only one of our group strutting, either, but I was a nice guy and didn't point that out. We devoured two pizzas at a funky little bistro with outside dog-friendly seating, then double-checked the map and started off.


  I caught Kevin watching me as I untangled myself from Fluffy's leash (again), and I couldn't decide if that happened because I was even more fey than usual, he was interested, or just amused at my efforts to free myself. So I hooked an arm through Kevin's, saying, "Help me or she'll drag me into the ocean." He laughed. I didn't dare look at Hairy, who was certainly looking at us. I did hear his chuckles, though.


  We found the heart of the festival and meandered around checking out the booths. At some point, Hairy had taken over Fluffernutter's leash, and now he was strolling ahead of us. I watched him checking out the biker dudes, all leather and long hair and tats, and I realized a lot of them were looking back with interest.


  I was delighted. If he teased me when we got back to our rooms, I could tease him right back. And things would stay OK.


  By three o'clock or so, I was starting to crumple, and Kevin had parked himself on a bench. "Let's head back and take a nap before the parade tonight, okay Kevin?" He nodded and wearily stood up. Looking around, I saw Hairy talking to one particular guy, and I walked over to tell him that we were going back to the hotel to nap before the parade.


  "Okay, catch you in a bit," he said then kept on talking to tall, dark and built. I had to admit the guy was gorgeous, wearing tight leather pants and one of those harness things across a bare, muscular chest. His hair was loose and swung around his shoulders. Not really my cup of tea, but I had Kevin casually leaning against me with his arm around my shoulders and I was happy as a clam.


  It only took Hairy about ten minutes to catch up with us, and I couldn't decide if I was disappointed or not. Fluffy was sniffing things along the side of the road and I didn't feel like rushing her, because we were going to leave her in the cage when we went back out tonight. Harry never stopped talking about harness guy— whose name was Duncan— and that they were going to try to find each other at the parade tonight.


  It was wonderful to walk into our cool, air-conditioned room. Fluffernutter jumped into her cage without hesitation, flopping down and closing her eyes. I walked back to the bed that I was going to share with Kevin, and he had already slid into his half and was sound asleep, it looked like. I set the alarm for quarter after six and slipped under the covers; even the fact that I was next to Kevin, although not close enough to touch, wasn't enough to keep me awake more than a minute or two.


  The alarm went off after I felt I had had no more than two minutes worth of sleep and I hit the snooze button. I had ended up being spooned by him, close enough to him to feel his breath on my neck, and his arm was around my stomach. Knowing we'd have to hustle since the parade was supposed to start at seven, I rubbed Kevin's arm a couple of times to get him up, but that didn't work. I turned around and tried not to swoop over to kiss him silly. He was a little flushed and looked gorgeous, and I could smell his sleepy scent, which made me long to fall into his arms.


  Giving up, I pulled up my big-boy panties and shook him awake, knowing we'd have to hustle. It took a while but I finally got both men moving. We wanted to eat too, and figured we'd find food along the parade route. I couldn't wait to watch the parade because I was dying to see the "Queer as Folk" cast members in person. I loved that show, and the three of us religiously watched it together in my room every week, kicking my roomie out; not that he minded. Sean was straight and couldn't be less interested. It was a standing date for us, with drinks and snacks creating a party environment. Even our friends knew not to interrupt us during that hour.


  Finally getting close to where the parade was being held, I was amazed at how many more people there were. Shit, the island was crowded! We pushed and shoved, trying to find a place to see the parade, along with the other 15,997 people who apparently showed up that weekend, we found out later. I guess it was the wrong move to take our naps, but I couldn't survive being out late without it. We kept walking along the route until we found a place where we could stand, with only four layers of people in front of us instead of six. People kept moving around so we could creep up every now and then. Kevin grabbed my hand this time so that I wouldn't get separated from them and the three of us kept close together. I entwined our fingers, looking at Kevin while I did it, and he smiled at me and squeezed our hands. I leaned over and kissed his cheek; surely by now he had to have a clue about how I felt. It's not like I'm subtle or anything.


  "Hi."


  "Hi yourself. Surely you can kiss better than that." He grinned at me, pulling me closer, his eyes twinkling.


  Oh. My. Fucking. God. My cock jumped to attention as I leaned over and kissed him. For real. On the mouth. And it was as amazing as I knew it would be.


  Breaking apart, his eyes looked as glazed as mine felt, but he put his hands on my shoulders as he said, "It's about damned time you did that."


  This time, he grabbed me and I couldn't help closing my eyes as I opened my mouth, because I was in seventh heaven. His lush lips were soft and demanding, and we ended up in each other's arms, kissing hard. I could feel his cock against mine and the feeling of the two rubbing against each other created colored sparks in front of my eyelids. Oh, that's where rainbows come from, I thought hazily. The noise of the crowd faded and all I heard was our moans as we tried to crawl under each other's skin. We finally had to pull apart to breathe, gasping hard, and I heard clapping and whistling all around us. Blushing furiously, I let Kevin turn me so that we could wrap an arm around each other's waist. I don't think I had ever been so happy. I'm sure my grin was a mile wide.


  I suddenly remembered Hairy and turned to where I had seen him last. His tall, dark and built friend had found him— how the hell that happened I had no clue, since it was so fucking crowded— and Hairy looked happy leaning against the other man's chest with his arms around Hairy's middle.


  He had been watching us and when he saw we were done for the moment, he leaned over to tell us, "This is Duncan." He looked up at the even taller man and kissed him. Damn, that was sexy.


  "Hey, Duncan. Nice to meet you. I'm Jerry," I said as I leaned over and gave him my hand to shake. "This is Kevin."


  "Hey you two. Happy PrideFest!" Duncan let my hand go and nodded to us with a nice smile, and then went back to nuzzling Hairy's neck. Hairy beamed at us, leaning his head back so that Duncan could get further down. I had never seen him like this, and I was glad he had someone too. I gave him a thumbs-up and turned to my hopefully soon-to-be lover. Kevin and I kissed each other again and cuddled while we watched the most amazing parade I had ever seen. We ended up in the same position with me in front of Kevin and his arms around me trying to protect me from getting jostled all the time. We clapped, screamed, sang, and generally went crazy along with all the other people. I even got my glimpse of the TV stars.


  The parade ended around nine-ish, and the four of us wandered around and ended up at a seafood restaurant for dinner. We had to wait quite a while, but we didn't care because we had fun drinking fruity drinks with umbrellas; I had quite a collection by the end of the evening. Duncan was a nice guy and Harry really seemed to like him. Actually, it looked like it was mutual, so Kevin and I weren't surprised that they went to Duncan's hotel after our late dinner. Kevin and I held hands as we walked back to our room. I felt like skipping I was so excited, but I didn't think Kevin would appreciate it. I was a little nervous too, but so happy that this was finally happening. We stopped a couple of times to make out, getting me so hard that I was afraid I was walking funny. Actually, we were both walking funny, I think.


  I finally couldn't stand it, and spotted a narrow alleyway between two houses. There was a bush that hid the edge of the garage, and I pulled Kevin into the little hiding place. I slammed him against the wall and slid to my knees, unbuttoning his shorts and unzipping them enough to slide them down. His beautiful penis popped out, hitting my forehead and leaving some pre-cum smeared behind. Not that I cared. I wiped it away and licked it off my hand as I glanced at Kevin and opened my mouth, taking in his dick all the way to his pubies. Oh man, it tasted good, and I went to work, sucking like a Hoover. Knowing I was about to blow too, I got my cock out of my shorts and pulled on it.


  Kevin came first, biting his hand to keep from making too loud a noise, because we could hear people walking around. I gulped his cum down, loving his taste, and came soon after, leaning my face into his groin while trying to muffle my noises. I memorized his smell, knowing I'd want it around me as much as possible. Kevin slid down the wall, and grabbed me before pulling us over to our sides. We wrapped up in each other's arms, kissing until we cooled down enough to get dressed and make it back to the hotel. God, I loved kissing him and I couldn't get enough, but now that the edge was off I wanted to feel him in my ass, hard and fast.


  "C'mon, Kev. I need you in my ass as soon as possible." I felt a hand grab a butt cheek and squeeze it as I got up from the ground, pulling him up after me. Checking the situation out on the street, I stepped out and tried to act as if I hadn't just had my first orgasm with my honey and my legs didn't feel like wet noodles. Nonchalant and all that, you know. But I'm sure if anyone saw our faces and goofy smiles, it wouldn't have been too hard to guess what we had just been up to.


  Kevin leaned over and whispered into my ear, "I've been dying to fuck you and play with your beautiful butt. You have the most perfect ass in Oklahoma, I think."


  I flung myself in front of him, grinning like a fool as I pulled him along by his hands while walking backwards. "Oh, it's mutual. Yours is so hard and muscly, and I've been craving it since freshman year."


  "Why didn't you do anything about it?"


  "Why didn't you?"


  He stopped me and gave me a smack on the lips. "Well, I was pretty closeted for a while, remember? I guess neither of us was ready until now. My plan was to seduce you this week."


  "Oh, really? So was mine!"


  "Hey, great minds think alike, and all that. Let's go to bed."


  I'm not going to bore you with all the details, not that it was boring in the least. Let's just say that, as tired as we were, we didn't get much sleep. Knowing that we needed to be on Duval Street by ten-thirty to participate in the sea-to-shining-sea rainbow flag unveiling, we finally crashed after fucking for about three hours. Fluffernutter got an eyeful, and her revenge was to wake me up much too early, but I couldn't be mad because her eyes were crossed, she had to go so badly. We were barely out the door when she squatted on the closest grass and let go. I picked her up as we walked back inside, praising her for being such a good girl and not peeing in her cage. She wagged her tail and kissed me. I hugged her tight, loving her to death. I hoped that Kevin knew we were a package deal when not in school.


  Since lover-boy was still sleeping, I crawled back into bed and spooned him, feeling Fluffy leap onto the bed and curl up against the back of my legs. We slept until Hairy came barreling into the room, looking like he had as little sleep as we did, bellowing, "Rise and shine, oh friends of mine! It's time to be part of the greatest flag unfurling of all time."


  Both Kev and I groaned, but struggled out of bed after a quick kiss. Morning breath and all that, you know. We didn't exactly stop in the bathroom and brush our teeth when we had crashed through the door and fallen onto the bed last night. We did clean up afterwards, of course, but only what was absolutely necessary. And that's enough detail for you.


  "So, it finally happened, guys. I've been watching you two dance around each other for at least six months. I'm so glad that'll stop."


  "Yeah, wiseass, now you get to watch us cuddle and snuggle and make out. Lucky you!" I was grinning ear to ear, though, so it was hard to make it sound like any kind of dire threat.


  Kevin had beaten me into the bathroom, and I decided it would be quicker if we did our thing separately or we'd never leave. Plus I was a little sore, not having been fucked since spring break. Hopefully, that was no longer going to be a problem because my boyfriend was going to be sharing our room. Since there were two bedrooms in our suite next fall, Kevin and I had already decided we were letting Hairy have the other one. His schedule was very different from ours, since we participated in different sports with totally opposite schedules.


  "Kevin, move it! It's ten o'clock and we have to leave. We need to meet Duncan at ten-thirty."


  "So how was your night?" I asked


  "At least as good as yours, sweetie. Duncan is hung," he said as he spread his hands about twelve inches apart.


  "Ouch. He's not really that big, is he?"


  "Nah, but it felt like it." We snorted in laughter as Kevin headed to the dresser and I scrambled into the bathroom. I could hear Hairy retelling the joke as I started the water running in the sink and reached for my toiletry bag.


  Duncan was waiting when we arrived, holding breakfast sandwiches for us. The three of us embarrassed him with all our thanks. We were a bit breathless since we were late, but we gobbled them down and found some coffee. We decided to wait about halfway down the street so that we could watch the huge rainbow flow as it moved down hand by hand by hand. I was practically bouncing, I was so psyched to be there and participating in the historic event. As the flag got to us, I could see Gilbert Baker, the designer of both this flag and the original Rainbow Pride Flag, underneath it. At least I was pretty sure it was him based on a couple of pictures I had seen on the web. It was confirmed when I heard someone yelling hello to Gilbert and thanking him for this event. Gilbert waved and kept walking. We finally got to hold our edge and felt it slide through our fingers as it kept moving along. It was gorgeous (and heavy!), and I was happy to see that they had added in the turquoise and pink to bring it back to the original eight colors.


  "Yes, we did it!" I yelled and flung up one arm with a fist as I felt the flag finally still, and figured it must now be in the Atlantic. There was cheering and whistling all up and down the street. I leaned over and kissed Kevin, then turned to give Hairy a smooch. Or expected to, anyway. He was too busy kissing Duncan, but I waited and got his cheek when they were done, and Kevin and I had finished our second round. When we could finally let go, the three of us shared a group hug, opening our arms for Duncan to join us. It had been so totally worth it: the long drive, the cheap hotel, the big crowds, and my two best friends, one of whom was now my lover. I hoped that he was it for the rest of my life, but didn't want to put that kind of pressure on our burgeoning relationship yet. Who knew what the future held? As far as I was concerned, our adventure would hold me until the next big one, and I would continue to nurture my growing love for Kevin.


  Each pair holding hands, we walked back to our hotel, planning to nap in the sun on a beach somewhere, and relax for the rest of our vacation. Duncan was staying through the week too, and the four of us expected to spend it together. Fluffernutter was ecstatic to see us and Duncan couldn't help falling under her spell. Grabbing our stuff and my puppy, we jumped into my car and went to find our spot in the sun. Life was good, Kevin was better, and I couldn't be happier.


  THE END
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  THE REST OF FOREVER


  by Kate Aaron
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  Two shirtless men embrace, seconds away from kissing. The black-haired man looks down at his lover, one hand holding his face; his thumb just brushing against the smaller man's parted lips. His lover's eyes are closed as he leans towards the other man's chest, his expression longing.
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  Dear Author


  For so long I'd dreamed of his touch, how his hands would feel on my skin, how his lips would feel on mine. But never had I believed it would be possible.


  And yet, here I now stood. With him. I couldn't bring myself to open my eyes, fearful I'd find it was all just another fantasy.


  "Please," he spoke.


  This was definitely not a dream


  Sincerely,


  Cheri
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  THE REST OF FOREVER


  by Kate Aaron


  Eight a.m. Sunday morning in the middle of February and I'm jogging around my local park. I hate Sunday mornings, and I hate jogging. So why am I here? Because he is: Paul Adams, my best-friend-forever, the guy I'm totally, heartbreakingly, nauseatingly in love with.


  I know, I know, I'm a total cliché. What gay guy doesn't grow up and fall in love with his best friend, right? I've read enough sappy romances in my time to know that I'm not alone. There should be a support group or something. And in all those stories the supposedly straight (they're always straight) best friend suddenly wakes up and realises he feels the same. Cue sunset.


  Except my best friend isn't straight. And, once upon a time, he did feel the same.


  Not so sympathetic now, are you?


  I was named Jackson by my mother in a fit of Gaelic traditionalism, that being her maiden name and her being an only child. I guess she didn't want the line to die completely, and at least my dad stuck round long enough to bestow us with his name– Campbell– saving me from the ignominy of being christened Jackson Jackson. You'd think with ancestry like that I'd be all peaches 'n' cream with a shock of curly red hair, but I'm not. Coal black, my hair is, like soot. So black it shines blue in the light and everyone thinks I must have dyed it. Guys fall over themselves to tell me they love it– black hair, blue eyes, skin pale as marble. Like a Disney prince, they say. They think I'm lucky: I'm not. I live in fear of going grey– at twenty-five, a possibility that gets more likely by the day– because I know when I do I'll look like a fucking badger, and then I'll have to dye it.


  I quite like my eyes though, blue-green like the sea on a hot summer day. I just wish my lashes weren't so damn long, like a girl's, so thick you'd swear I was wearing mascara and kohl. To compensate I keep my stubble rough, not so long I look like one of the great unwashed but just a few mil, the second-shortest setting on my electric razor. I like it when guys stroke it, the soft scratchy sound it makes sliding over their palms. I like to rub my cheek across their chests, watch their nipples tighten.


  A stranger's body holds so many novelties; men react in so many different ways to being touched. I'm a pretty tactile person in bed; I love nothing more than pinning a guy down and finding out exactly what he likes. Nothing beats the feeling you get hearing a new lover's breath hitch when something you've done surprised them in the best possible way. Not that most of the guys I've been with appreciate that. I suppose when you've left the bar at two and you're in work at nine, time for playing is limited. Wham, bam, thank you man; you can't stay I've got to be up early. Club sex is about scratching an itch, that's all. Shame it took me almost ten years to realise that.


  I was a precocious adolescent. Sometimes I sit and look at the old pictures from that time and wonder what the hell I thought I was doing. I suppose everyone thinks like that when confronted with memories of their fifteen year old self. At least I never kept a diary: imagine the melodrama that would have gone into that! It's funny, but all through that period, fifteen to eighteen, as Paul and I discovered the truth about ourselves, each other, sex and men in general, I never looked at him that way. Never.


  He was just Paulie, my best friend, the guy I'd known since pre-school. In my eyes he'd never changed from the kid I can still remember playing Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, or crying because he'd fallen and hurt his knee. He was a constant in my life, the one thing I could always count on to be there.


  The kids at school called us queer long before any of us knew what it meant, or how it really applied to us. Teachers knew better than to try and split us up, and our parents were pretty tolerant too, I guess. I remember the occasional conversation, mum asking me if I had any other friends, or if I wanted them, but I never did. Paul was enough.


  "Hey slowcoach, what's up?"


  My best friend's slightly concerned expression startles me from my reveries and I realise that I've stopped jogging. I'm fucking freezing. Rubbing numb, reddened hands together, I blow on my fingers for warmth, the air leaving my body in smoky plumes, snatched away by the bitingly cold February wind.


  "Had enough?" Paul asks, bright eyes inquisitive. If I ever hear anyone say again that brown eyes are dull I think I'll knock them out. Paul's eyes aren't brown, they're bronze. Deep, shimmering, evanescent bronze.


  "Jackie? You okay?"


  I blink rapidly. Shit! "Fine, fine. Just tired." I shiver as a trickle of sweat runs down my clammy back like ice in these low temperatures.


  "Heavy night last night?" He asks, hooking an arm around my neck and leading me towards the park gates. I shake him off before I cave to the almost overwhelming urge to bury myself in his armpit and never let go. Not cool, Jack.


  "Don't call me Jackie," I grumble, giving him my best 'I'm mad at you' scowl. He grins back, eyes crinkling at the corners, perfect little white teeth standing neatly in a row. God, am I so far gone I think his dental work is sexy now? I don't even think there's a fetish for that.


  "Whatever, Jackie." He reaches out and taps my bicep playfully with a closed fist, branding my skin.


  He's called me Jackie since forever. Jackie and Paulie, that was us. If anyone else dared to try I'd kill them, but Paul's different. As much as I protest I hate it, I don't and he knows. I probably tell him five times a day to stop calling me that, but if he ever did I think I'd shrivel up and die.


  Curtis hates it. He's Paul's boyfriend, they've been together almost a year and he strikes me as the jealous type. I suppose it couldn't have been easy for him when I landed back in Paul's life again six months ago after all those years apart, but I don't want to make this easy for him dammit, I want him gone.


  As I look at my best friend, smiling and chatting beside me while we lope down the quiet street, the guilt comes flooding back. Had I honestly expected Paul to wait for me? Why would he after what I said; after I moved three hundred miles away just to escape how he felt? It was a miracle he was even talking to me now. Who was I to come swanning back into his life after a seven-year hiatus and just expect to pick up right where we left off?


  We part at the end of the road, he to head back to the townhouse he shares with Curt, me back to my lonely little one bed flat. I watch him walking down the street, marvelling again that the beautiful man is really Paulie, my Paulie, the gangly lightweight I'd left behind when we were both eighteen.


  The years have been good to him, that's for sure. He's filled out in all the right places, finally grown into his five-ten frame (still shorter than my even six feet), his chest broadened, the hint of a six pack lurking underneath his sweaty T-shirt. Yeah, there's a reason I get up at six-thirty every Sunday to go running in circles like a fool. Wherever that tight, toned ass leads, I'll follow, daydreaming about wrapping his slim thighs around my waist and staking a claim to the man who's been mine since we were four years old.


  Except he isn't mine. Not anymore.


  I step into my flat, stuffy and stifling after the frigid air outside. One good thing about living on the fifth floor: heat rises. I'll never have to worry about my electricity bills– the storage heaters are essentially decorative. Stripping off, I pad naked to the minute wetroom the developers installed off the bedroom for the sole purpose of adding another five grand to the asking price. Like a one bed flat needs two bathrooms. I shoehorn myself into the tiny space, elbows knocking the walls either side as I slide the glass door shut and turn on the shower, gasping as the water gushes scalding hot. A quick adjustment and it's more bearable, but already my skin shows up red and blotchy, tingling in the sudden switch from cold to warm.


  As I slowly soap my body, I suppose that I've changed, too. The light smattering of hair dusting my chest hadn't been there when I was eighteen, for a start. Sparse and short, like iron filings, and as black as the hairs on my head. My chest is more toned than it was back then, abs cut, stomach flat. I'm not the scrawny twink I once was, that's for sure. I like to keep in shape and I've been going to the gym at least twice a week since I was twenty, even occasionally getting in a workout between cruising the cute guys and arranging hook-ups.


  I admit, when I first came out– and for several years after– I was the proverbial kid in a candy shop. Sex with men is so easy if you know where to look. We're honest about what we want, and about getting our needs met. At one point if I'd gone more than a day without getting my dick sucked I'd consider it a dry spell. Everything had been simpler then.


  I don't think Paul's ever been like that. I was the cocky one, always louder and more outgoing than him. When we were sixteen I dragged him to our first ever gay bar. We went every week after that; it was our Friday night thing. We were jailbait and we didn't even know it.


  Well, I was jailbait. Paul never seemed that interested. He'd hover in a corner nursing a warm bottle of beer, an inscrutable expression on his face as he watched me dance and kiss and grope an endless succession of attractive strangers. No amount of cajoling or teasing would get him out of that corner to actually speak to another guy. Not unless that guy was me, not unless I took pity on my shy, gangly friend and took him by the hand, placed his arms around my waist and forced him to sway along with the music. Too late, I know now what that look on his face was. It was love.


  ****


  "Jackie, can we talk?"


  I stop packing and look over at my best friend. He's hovering, wringing his hands over the open suitcase spread across my ageing single bed. I put down the T-shirt I'm holding and sit, patting the mattress next to me. He remains standing.


  "What's up?" I ask, unsettled by the anxiety rolling off him in waves, charging the whole atmosphere of my room.


  His eyes flit over a poster of 5ive on my bedroom wall. They're a cool band, and I've always had a little bit of a thing for J. Take me home, daddy. Paul, I knew, had a crush on Scott, the black-haired, blue-eyed frontman. Him and every other teenager on the planet. Not that he'd admit it because, y'know, boybands just aren't cool. Not at our age. The poster's a hangover from my younger days but I can't bear to take it down. I know mum will, after I leave. She's not the sentimental type: no fear of my room being turned into a mausoleum after I've abandoned her in her empty nest.


  "Shouldn't you be packing?" I ask to break the silence. Tomorrow we're due to start our next big adventure: running away from our hometown to spread our wings in the big, bad city of Manchester. It feels like a whole world away.


  He shakes his head a little too vigorously. "I need to tell you something…" He trails off and won't meet my eyes.


  "Paulie, you're scaring me. What is it, has something happened? Have your parents said you can't go?" The thought of leaving on my own terrifies me. I've never been on my own.


  "Why do you want me to come?" He asks, all arms and legs and nervous twitches. He can't seem to keep still.


  I frown. "You're my best friend. I thought we were doing this together?"


  "Is that all?"


  He looks impossibly sad, and I have no idea why. I stand up and go to him, rubbing my hands down his skinny arms in a gesture that's supposed to be comforting. He's shaking. "What else is there?" I ask, eighteen years old and as dumb as fuck.


  Long lashed lids sweep over deep brown eyes and fan across his high cheekbones. He draws a shuddering breath. "What if I want more?"


  "I thought we both did?" I laugh, surprised. "That's why we're going. Just think of all the cute guys we'll meet–"


  "With you." The words ring through the silence that falls after he blurts them out. He swallows and repeats himself softly. "I want more with you."


  I know that I'm gripping his arms too tight but I've lost all control of my limbs. I freeze, horrified. There's no way on Earth Paulie just said what I think he said… Is there? "What?" I manage to croak, hoping it's all just some horrible nightmare. I want to pinch myself to wake up but I can't move so I pinch him instead. "What?!"


  A fat tear rolls down his cheek unchecked. "I love you," he whispers. I barely hear him, I lip-read the words in dismay. Soulful cow eyes rise and finally look at me, fear and hope and longing and naked, shameless love.


  I shake my head. "This can't be right," I stammer. This isn't happening, not Paulie, not my best friend. I don't want this, I don't want his love, not like that. That love is for other men, men who, I already know, will take what they want and leave me, just like my daddy left my mum all those years ago. That love is a fairytale, a fantasy that never comes true. What Paulie and I have, that's different; special. Friends don't dump each other because they're bored or someone cuter comes along. Friends don't cheat or use or betray each other.


  So why does his admission feel like a betrayal? I look back over the last God-knows-how-long and feel sick. Had he lied to me all that time? I think of sleepovers; the giggling, on-my-part-innocent explorations of each other's bodies; the chaste kisses when we were drunk and dancing and euphoric, and I want to hurl.


  His reluctance to join the dating pool I suddenly understand in a whole new light. My philosophy was simple– pick a man, any man. I barely remember losing my virginity; I was so out of it when it happened. I'd been terrified of it hurting, truth be told. Sober enough to make sure he used a condom, too drunk to remember his name or much of what he looked like afterwards. Paul's not into that and that's okay. He's boyfriend material; you can see it a mile off. Me, I'm the good time guy. So I let him do it his own way– or not, apparently– only teasing him gently for clinging so tenaciously to his V card. I mean, c'mon, we're eighteen and guys, we're supposed to be gagging for it. I guess I just always assumed Paulie was more of a girl in that way: he wanted it to mean something; he wanted it– God help him– to be special.


  He wanted it to be me.


  I think I moan: a horrifyingly weak little sound. Completely girly. He couldn't have wounded me more if he'd stuck his hand through my belly and yanked out my guts.


  For some reason, he thinks that traumatised noise is a good thing. Still in shock, I'm pliant when he grabs me, apparently willing, and then his fingers are in my hair and his mouth is pressed to mine, cow eyes closed. My vision zeroes in on each delicate lash as it flutters and his lips brush against mine. I'm trembling but he's steady as a rock, holding me firmly, as assertive as I've ever seen him. My eyes drift shut. Maybe I can do this, maybe I can pretend, give him what he wants and hope we can go back to normal again afterwards. Maybe kissing him will wipe away both our memories of what came before, maybe I can steal his words from his lips, take them back like he never said them to begin with.


  His tongue darts out and tentatively touches mine, hot and wet and rough. I feel him sag as he makes a needy whimper in the back of his throat that leaves my blood cold. If we do this, nothing will ever be the same between us again.


  I break away and stare at him, wild-eyed. His face is contorted, lower lip, wet from our kisses, loose and trembling. He's falling out of the apple tree at the bottom of his garden all over again, I know he's going to cry but dammit I can't make this better. We aren't ten years old anymore, and I can't think of anything funny to say to cheer him up. The half of me that's still his best friend feels lower than a worm's tit for doing this to him. The other half of me clings to its sense of outrage and betrayal in order to do what needs to be done.


  I wake up sweating. How many times have I dreamed of that day in the years since? The look on his face, the moment I knew I'd destroyed everything we ever had. I was only trying to save it. He never understood why I did it, how scared I was of losing him if something were to go wrong. I never understood that the decision had already been taken from me, that the moment he confessed his true feelings was already make or break. My reaction was almost irrelevant.


  I finished packing and the next morning I left, as I had always planned to do. All the way to the city on that hot, sickly-smelling train a ghost sat beside me. I looked out of the window so I didn't have to face it. I told myself that I didn't need him, and pretended that it wasn't him I was looking for, half-expecting to see standing on the platform of every station we stopped at. I don't know if I believed my own lies or not.


  I lost myself in new surroundings after I arrived, which was easier to do than you might think. I'd grown up in a largish town which boasted two gay bars and a theme night at a club every second Thursday of the month. Moving to a place that had not isolated bars but whole streets, an entire village nestled along the banks of the canal running through its centre, was too much temptation. My days were spent enrolling at the uni, making friends with my classmates and the fellow students who shared my halls. My nights were an endless round of drinks and dances and men, never staying in any one bar too long, or with any one man, either. New friends were ten a penny, so who needed only one? Certainly not me.


  Except I did.


  Fresher's 'flu, they call it. Everyone gets it at the start of a new term. Hundreds of people from all over the country stuck in the same stuffy auditoriums, breathing the recycled, air conditioned germs. My third week from home and I was laid low. Everyone was. The girls in my hall were unsympathetic to my plight, they just rolled their eyes and laughed. 'Men', they said, like that was a fucking answer. Didn't they understand that 'flu is lethal to us guys?


  Lying in my narrow bed, sweating and shivering, my head pounding, the world tilting at a crazy angle every time I opened my eyes, I dreamed of Paulie. Suddenly the one guy I'd been trying so hard not to think about was the only person that I wanted to see. I missed him. He always took care of me when I was ill, playing nursemaid as my mum hovered, tongue clicking with disapproval, while he ferried soup and cold compresses and honey and lemon to my sickbed. She said he coddled me: I know he saved my life on more than one occasion.


  I know what you're thinking: selfish bastard. I was, but in my defence, I was eighteen. It took that first bout of delirium to make me really stop and realise what I'd lost. I'd put off thinking about him, about how wrong everything had gone, about how much I was hoping, deep down, that one day he'd just show up and everything would go back to how it was before.


  Loneliness engulfed me. I don't think I'd ever felt it before– I'd always had Paulie. I tried to grieve for him, imagined that he'd died because in a way, to me, he had. I knew I was never going to see him again, and it tore me apart to know that he was out there somewhere getting on with his life, and that he didn't need me in it anymore.


  He didn't answer my calls. I texted, but got no reply. When I phoned his home his mother lied to me and told me he'd gone out. I know she lied, I could hear it in her voice. I could picture him perfectly, sitting on the stairs, whispering to her that he wasn't in. Eventually his dad came on the line and told me never to phone them again. I sent emails but they bounced straight back. He was offline whenever I logged onto Instant Messenger. Remembering the hours we'd spent chatting through the night over the computer, the click click of the keys as I typed, prevented me from sleeping.


  When I did sleep, fretfully, my dreams were haunted by the old-fashioned dial up tone of the modem, high-pitched pings and static fading out into three words, barely whispered, falling from his lips.


  I numbed myself with drink. It was so easy to do, every uni social was at the pub, every night there was a party to go to, and when there wasn't there was the irresistible pull of the village, where I could lose myself in darkened rooms and flashing lights and hot, sweating bodies. It's hard to feel anything much at all when the room's spinning and the only things keeping you upright are the cold porcelain of the sink under your greasy hands and the hard points of ten fingers holding your hips.


  I failed a class and mum freaked. I mean seriously freaked. I'd never seen her really mad before but that day she put the fear of God into me. I can't remember all the terrible things she threatened me with now, I think I blanked most of them from my memory, but I'll never forget how that call ended. She'd shouted herself calm and I was clutching my handset, cowering like a child and hardly daring to breathe. "You know, Jack," she started, her tone softer, "Paul's found someone else. Maybe it's time you moved on?"


  I held that hot phone to my ear long after she'd disconnected the call, my knuckles white around the fashionably tiny handset.


  I knew she'd thought we were a couple– everyone did. After a while it got lamer constantly trying to disabuse people of the notion and we let it slide. I read Hamlet in school, I know what people say when you protest too much. In our own way we were a couple, but without the sex. Maybe like old and married or something. We just skipped the honeymoon. I don't think I realised, until that moment, how much I thought of Paul as mine. We were a team, the two of us, each one all the other needed. Almost.


  Jealousy reared, livid, acid green. The idea of Paulie– my Paulie– with another guy made me sick. The thought of another man touching him, kissing him… I'd never seen him with anyone else, I'd never had to confront how I'd feel if I did. Maybe if I had, if he'd taken my advice and actually pulled someone on one of our many nights out, I'd have known then what I know now.


  Even then I didn't know, even while I was tearing my room apart and sobbing myself to sleep. I was nineteen, and still as dumb as fuck.


  I'm twenty-five now, and smarter. But now I'm too late.


  ****


  "Still not found yourself a boyfriend?" Curtis' green eyes sneer at me across his pint. Paul nudges him not-so-subtly with his elbow.


  "Who says I want one?" I sip demurely at my JD and coke, ice tinkling in the glass as I tip it, sliding across my lips, a little frisson of cold. My eyes are glacial as I meet his across the table. "Besides," I slide the empty glass back onto its coaster, "the night is still young."


  "Same old Jackie." Paulie smiles affectionately in my direction, earning him a glare from his lover that he doesn't notice.


  Why am I here again? Another Friday night back in this dive of a bar that I thought I'd escaped seven years ago. I was used to better than this: Manchester had spoilt me. I glance at the other patrons, an eclectic mix of old and young, all shoehorned into this place because of one thing we've got in common. Absently, I wonder how many of them I let fuck me when I was younger. I don't see any familiar faces, but that means nothing. That tall guy, late thirties maybe, dark skinned, just teetering on paunchy, is he looking because he wants me, or because he's already had me? Or the blond guy with the mean eyes at the table opposite. Or the skinhead just walking out of the gents. Or…


  "I need another drink." I stand abruptly. "Same again?"


  Paul and Curtis exchange looks, glancing at their own carefully nursed pints. Fuck them both, I'm not normally like this. Not anymore. This place holds too many memories, not enough of them good.


  I push my way through to the bar, cringing inside as guys try to make eye contact left and right. This place is small enough that I'm still considered new, even after six months. Christ, has it really been that long? I glance back at the table where my best friend is laughing with the love of his life and something twists in my gut. I sneer as Curt catches my eye and pulls Paulie into a hot, wet kiss. I fantasise about smashing a bottle over his head while I wait to be served. Like he doesn't know exactly what he's doing.


  Why did I ever come back here? What was I hoping to achieve? I'd had friends in Manchester, a good job, a life. Did I really give it all up to spend my days playing the spectre at my best friend's feast?


  Maybe I should find a boyfriend. A nice, steady guy who adores me. Maybe, if he looks enough like Paul, I'll grow to adore him too.


  "What do you want?" The barman juts his chin at me, punctuating the question. What do I want? I can think of a dozen flip answers to that, but he's probably heard them all before. I order my drink and gratefully snatch the warm glass when he offers it. Sobriety's overrated.


  Paul eyes me inquisitively as I slide back into my seat, little lines marring his perfect complexion. "You okay?" He asks softly.


  "Never better." I grimace as I swallow the too-sweet liquor.


  "You drink too much." Long lashes kiss his cheekbones. "I worry about you."


  "Where's Curt?" I ask to change the subject. I know he's taking a leak.


  "Toilets."


  "Maybe you should have gone with him." I wink and leer, fighting down the bile that rises at the thought of Paul and Curt together. Why do I do this to myself?


  "That was always more your scene," Paul responds, thin lipped.


  I love that talking about sex still makes him all uptight. If I try really hard, I can almost pretend that he's still a virgin; that he's still waiting for me. The thought of having turned down the opportunity to be this man's first– and only– lover hits me like a freight train and I wince.


  "I'm not judging," Paul tells me quickly, misinterpreting the cause of my misery.


  "Why not?" I answer thickly. "You've every right."


  Curt comes back before he can respond, squeezing himself into the booth beside the man who should have been mine.


  What does Paul see in him? I dispassionately examine the man now sitting opposite me. He's good looking, I suppose, if muscles are your thing. A bit too meaty for my taste, something far too Aryan in his buzz-cut blond hair and piercing eyes. He's not dumb, our Curt, he's got my number alright. I wonder what we have in common that Paulie was attracted to us both.


  Curt's older than we are, early thirties, and holds a decent civilian post at the military base just out of town. It's a mystery to me what they do there, but whatever it is pays well. He owns the home that he shares with my best friend.


  "We going after this?" Curt turns and asks Paul, not quite quietly enough. He tips his almost empty glass. Hint hint.


  Paul looks up at me, worry etched across his handsome features. He really is breathtakingly beautiful. There's nothing feminine about his short, neat hair or his chiselled cheekbones or his rugged jaw, but still the urge to protect him is overwhelming. He's my little boy lost.


  "Don't worry about me," I say blithely, "if you two want to go, then go. I'm sure I'll find something to do." Like order a pizza and watch Shaun of the Dead for the hundredth time. I wink softly so they get the wrong idea.


  "I'll stay," Paul resolves, instantly looking down and chewing his full lower lip. My breath catches, wondering what that lip would feel like pressed between mine. Then I remember that I already know the answer to that. It feels like coming home.


  Curt glares at us both sharply. "I don't mind staying for another," he backtracks. "I just thought you looked tired, babe." The endearment and the soft kiss he plants on Paul's temple are for my benefit, I'm sure. It's like watching a dog piss up a tree.


  I give him my best thousand-watt grin. "No, no, you go if you're tired." I stress the word so Curt knows I'm implying 'old'. "I'll make sure I bring Paulie back safe and sound."


  The look of pure hatred he throws me is startling in its intensity. I gulp but in the next second it's gone, replaced by something wheedling as he tries to talk Paul into going home with him, like a good little boy ought. I drop my eyes and focus on my drink in a vain attempt to look nonchalant. Curt knows exactly how much I care. With every fibre of my being I hope that Paul decides to stay with me, alone.


  When I next look up, Curt has gone. Paul's watching me, bronze eyes darting nervously, flitting around my face, never meeting mine.


  "You don't have to stay." The words almost choke me, but I have to say them. It's irrational, I already know I've obligated him. My whole presence here is one great big obligation. Funny that I should be the one to guilt-trip him.


  "I want to." His smile makes my heart race. "Like old times."


  I give him a crooked grin and raise my glass. "Old times." I try to lace those words with significance. Oh to turn back the clock, climb into my DeLorean and go bitch-slap some sense into my younger self, warn him what he's throwing away. I wouldn't do it, even if I could. I didn't deserve Paulie then.


  I don't deserve him now.


  "Let's get you a real drink," I smile, standing and easing my way round the table. As I walk past him I reach out and stroke his cheek, a gesture that's artfully casual. Paul's used to it, I was always tactile. He's asked me not to touch him in front of Curt, he says it caused a fight. Good, my inner home-wrecker thinks, but I respect his wishes. He deserves to be with a man who recognised how wonderful he was the second he saw him, even if that man is Curt. Even if it kills me.


  I return with double vodka cokes and a couple of shots for good measure. He protests and stalls, but he knocks them back the same as I do. With Curt gone it's like teacher's left the classroom, and chaos ensues. We're seventeen again, high on life. All we need is each other. I grab his hand and drag him to the small, crowded dance floor, elbowing bodies aside to make a space for us. He presses close, hands loosely holding my waist as I lead us through a series of elaborate and ostentatious moves, a parody of our younger selves.


  This is why I came back, this right here: the warm buzz of vodka, the thumping beat in my veins, Paul's arms around me as we dance and laugh, mouths pressed right into ears as we bitch about the men around us. The smell of him surrounds me until I'm swimming in it, shampoo and cologne and laundry detergent and him, just him, encasing me, his slim fingers light on my hips, his stubble wonderfully scratchy against my cheek. This could be any Friday night of my adolescence except for one thing: I'm hard.


  I never got hard like this dancing with Paul before. Then again, this is the first time we've danced since I realised that he's the love of my fucking life. I keep nudging him back, holding his hips to keep our groins apart so he won't notice. All I want to do is yank him forward and grind into him, watch his eyes widen and his pupils dilate as he realises. See if his body still responds to me in the way it once did, back in the days before I knew that he was my whole world.


  I realise that I'm staring at his lips, projecting my hopeless desire for any fool to see. Luckily Paul seems oblivious, his eyes a little out of focus. He never did drink as much as me. I turn my head and close my eyes, pretending to lose myself in the techno beat of some obscure clubmix. Truth is, I'm already lost.


  I don't remember the exact moment that I knew I loved him. No light bulb pinged on, there was no eureka! in the bath. It gnawed at me slowly, building from the misery I felt that third week without him when I was laid up and wallowing in enough self-pity to admit that I missed him like a limb. It was an ache that never really went away, no matter where I was or who I was with. No friend could ever be as close to me as Paul so I didn't try to replace him, knowing in advance that the effort would be futile, and I'd never trusted a lover with so much as my surname. There was no fear I was ever going to be swept off my feet by Prince Charming.


  Someone knocks us and we stumble into each other, bodies pressed full-length together for a handful of seconds before we pull apart and I turn to berate the clumsy drunk. Paulie rubs a flat palm across my chest as he turns me back to him and my nipples sizzle at the inadvertent contact. I let him drop calming words into my ear, enjoying the texture and the timbre of his voice. Truth is, one look in his eyes and I was already calm, soft and placid as a kitten.


  His high arched brow furrows slightly as he looks at the hordes around us. It's late, almost closing time, and everyone's drunk and obnoxious. I can see in his eyes that he wants to go home.


  "Come on," I smile, holding out my hand, "let's get you to bed." My breath catches as the old joke rolls off my tongue before I think. God, what that must have done to him when we were teenagers. I suddenly realise how much I must have hurt him, not once but over and over, and I hate myself with an intensity I never knew I was capable of.


  "You okay?" He asks, pulling me to a stop and drawing me close again.


  "Fine," I promise, kissing his cheek for being sweet enough to ask, sweet enough to let me back into his life after the shoddy, careless way I treated him.


  "You sure?" He persists as we step into the night, the frozen winter air hitting our skin like a slap. He keeps hold of my hand as I hail a passing cab and we clamber into the overheated little tin can. I squeeze his fingers and give the cabbie his address.


  We set off with a lurch that tumbles us into each other and we laugh and settle more comfortably across the back seat, pressed together, his head nestled sleepily on my shoulder. He's still holding my hand.


  "I missed you, you know." I address the cab in general.


  "I missed you, too," he admits.


  I think this is the closest we've come to discussing what happened since I came back. Curtis hardly ever leaves us alone if there's a chance we might actually talk. Plus, y'know, we're guys. We don't communicate so good. Not verbally, anyway.


  "You're the best thing that ever happened to me," I tell him, surprising myself. I thought I was done with the deep and meaningful. Vodka says not.


  "I am?" He asks hesitantly.


  "Of course." I look down at him, tipping his chin up with my free hand. "I was an idiot not to realise that earlier. I should have grabbed hold of you when I had the chance and never let you go."


  "So why didn't you?" He asks, plaintive.


  I know the intercom's on and the cabbie's listening but I started this and I can't back out now. Drama queen to the last, maybe I need an audience.


  "I was scared," I admit.


  "Of what?" His beautiful face creases in a frown. "It was me, Jackie. I thought we could tell each other anything."


  "So did I." I reach out and stroke his cheek sadly, thumbing the high arch of his delicate bones. "I was scared I'd lose you."


  "But you did lose me. You ran away." He's eighteen years old all over again, raw pain cracking his voice.


  "I did what we always planned to do. You abandoned me." I know this is my fault but I can't keep the trace of bitterness out of my voice.


  "You said you'd never love me," he rejoins. "Never." He spits the word.


  I wince. I know what I said, and I know exactly what I'd give to take it all back. "I lied," I confess quietly. I feel his body go rigid in my arms.


  "What are you saying?" His voice is quiet and eerily steady. Suddenly, I'm afraid.


  I never thought that I'd be doing this; I never thought that love was for men like me. I don't mean gay men, I'm not that self-loathing, but men like me: the fucked-up ones. I've never had a boyfriend, rarely even double dip. Love wasn't something that factored in my life, not even as an abstract. Not love like that. Not because I was scared of it, but because I thought it was something I'd always be incapable of feeling. I don't do sentiment. The idea of needing someone so badly that it hurts isn't exactly aspirational. So much can go wrong: most relationships fail. People cheat, they leave, they lie. At least sex is honest.


  I always thought that I was an honest person. Right up to the day I realised I'd been lying to myself all along.


  Admitting the lie was easy. Doing something about it was harder. I thought knowing the truth would take the force out of it, but the feelings only intensified as the years went on. I tried all the usual tricks to numb my aching heart– drink, clubs, sex. I went through lovers like some people change their pants. I moved house half a dozen times, walked out of jobs, went on holidays. Anything that gave me something else to think about when I was lying awake at 4am.


  I look back at the wide, open eyes staring at me, shining orange– black– orange as the cab rumbles through the light and dark of the street outside. I wish I could see him clearly, I wish I knew what he wanted me to say. It's taken me six months to regain his trust: the last thing I want is to lose him all over again. I don't think I'd survive.


  "It was always you…" I stammer.


  "It was never me," he hisses. "Everyone else, but never me."


  "Not true," I answer sharply. "Not in here." I tap my chest.


  He pulls back to look at me, eyes narrowing. "Why are you telling me this? Why now?"


  I shrug helplessly.


  "Can't bear to see me with someone else, is that it? You don't want me, but you don't want anyone else to have me either?"


  "It's not like that," I protest, but weakly. A part of me wonders if he's right. Maybe I am that selfish, maybe I'm just so used to the idea of Paul being mine, loving me, that the rest of me is exaggerating how I feel about him out of spite.


  I remember all the nights I've lain awake and cried over him and my heart slams high in my chest. If I'm lying to myself, it's body and soul. Even in the darkest days when I thought it was hopeless, when I truly believed that I'd never see him again, I tore myself apart with grief. That's gotta be the most fucked-up version of selfish I ever heard. I wasn't jealous, I was devastated.


  "I didn't know," I confess.


  "I fucking told you." His face is twisted, snarling. Something primal in him rises to the surface. I know it's defensive, I know he's only trying to protect himself by shutting me out, but my inner caveman wants to rise to the challenge, claw and fight like animals, beat him into submission and drag him back to my den for a hot, rough claiming.


  I don't. Instead I crumple on the seat, boneless, spineless. "About me," I clarify. "I didn't know about me." I don't expect him to understand.


  He blinks, disarmed. "But now you do?"


  I nod sadly.


  "What do you know?"


  I look at him. He wants me to say the words. Actually say them out loud. My throat rasps like sandpaper and I swallow with difficulty. Knowing is one thing. What I'll admit to myself and what I'll admit out loud to my best friend and a curious cabbie are two completely different things.


  He sees my hesitation and his mouth sets in a grim line. "You're full of shit," he sneers as the cab lurches to a stop.


  Instantly his hands are on the door, halfway out before I realise that he's moved. Blind panic overwhelms me and I dart forward, catching his sleeve and pulling him back. Our mouths are crushed together and his whole body's rigid with shock but I have to do this, I have to let him know somehow that I love him. He softens in my arms and with a moan opens to me as I slide my hot tongue between his lips to taste him.


  Too soon he breaks away, refusing to look at me as he stumbles onto the pavement and up the steps to his front door. I'm crouched on the floor of the cab, framed in the open doorway, and all I can feel is the heat of his mouth pressed to mine. He fumbles with the key and I hear the loud snick of the lock echo in the silence of the night. He steps into the darkened hall and the door closes behind him with a finality I find chilling.


  Reluctantly I pull the cab door shut and climb back onto the seat, not meeting the inquisitive eyes in the rear view mirror as I give the driver my address. I lean my forehead against the soothingly cool window and watch the dark house as the car turns and drives away. In one of the upstairs rooms, I'd swear I saw a curtain twitch.


  ****


  I crawl out of bed on Sunday with even more reluctance than usual. I've never liked getting up in the dark. I shower and pull on my jogging gear, dressing as slowly as a man awaiting sentence. My peers have already judged me and found me wanting.


  The park's empty when I arrive, the grass crisp and white with a late frost, my breath billowing in clouds around me as I stamp my feet and rub my numbed hands together at the gate, waiting. I know already that this is futile, that he's not coming, that this time I never will see him again. I can't say I blame him.


  The palest duck egg blue tints the sky like a wash as I accept the inevitable and begin my lonely circuit of the park. I used to enjoy running: the sense of freedom, the pleasurable pull of healthy muscles as they warm and work, endorphins kicking in as my body relaxes and leaves my mind free to wander. These days I try to keep my mind occupied at all times.


  I fall into a rhythm, lulled by my even breaths and the regular slap slap of my trainers on the asphalt path. I nod at an elderly dog walker, skirting a wide arc around his yappy little Jack Russell. He nods back, sensing a kindred spirit. If only he knew.


  I put my head down and carry on, wishing I'd brought my iPod– something to distract me. I try singing in my head but I forget the words to every song I start, my mind returning, as it has for the last twenty waking hours and several of the eight sleeping ones, to Paul: his face, his eyes, his lips. Especially his lips.


  A rhythmic slap behind me heralds another jogger and I shift slightly on the path to give him room to get by unobstructed. He approaches quickly and draws level, but it takes me a minute to realise that he's not overtaking. I look up and glance across, almost stumbling when I see my best friend flash me a dazzling grin and speed up. I accept the challenge in a heartbeat, increasing my pace to keep level with him, laughing as he speeds up again. In seconds we're in a race, both running flat out around the long circuit which leads back to the main gates.


  My muscles begin to protest at the furious pace we're setting but somehow I know it's important that I win this, and Paul's not cutting me any slack. The icy air slaps my face, rasping uncomfortably in my throat as I gasp for breath. I feel the burn of lactic acid building in my calves as I put my head down, racing flat out, but I ride the burn and refuse to stop. We're neck and neck coming round the last corner and I put on a last desperate burst of speed, using my extra couple of inches in height to overtake him. He puts his head down, arms pumping wildly at his sides, but he's already giving his all and my fingers close around the numbingly cold metal of the gates a full ten seconds before his.


  We glance at each other's flushed faces and laugh before doubling over to catch our breath. My legs are shaking as I lean my hands on my knees. Every breath is like a shard of ice in my throat and sweat cools rapidly on my flanks.


  "I didn't think you'd come," I admit.


  He shakes his head, incredulous at himself. "I wasn't going to. I wasn't sure you'd be here, either."


  We straighten up and look at each other. He gives me a crooked grin that melts my heart, a small puddle of heat in my otherwise frozen body. He deep eyes soften as they look at me, and I know that everything I want is painted across my face. I can't hide it anymore. I want him so badly my bones ache with it.


  "We need to talk," he says, and I know exactly what's coming next.


  Resigned to my fate, I nod slowly, head bowed. I don't want to look at him when I hear him say that he doesn't love me.


  "Not here, yeah?" He rubs his reddened fingers together. It's cold, but that feels grimly appropriate. Maybe when he's finished flaying me open and tearing my heart out I can pack it in the frozen earth to preserve it.


  He leads me out of the park and down the street away from our homes. There's a little café, greasy window fogged with humidity inside. A bell over the door tinkles as we walk in. We order coffee and grab a table in the corner, pushing the laminated menus aside, hands nestled around matching cups. A thin wisp of steam rises from my drink and my blotchy fingers redden and purple as I clasp the hot ceramic, feeling the heat sting my skin.


  I listen in silence as he stops squirming and gives me the speech he's probably been preparing since I kissed him. Curt's been good to him; they've been together almost a year; he's got a life and he's happy with it.


  "Do you love him?" I ask, masochist to the end. "Do you love him like you loved me?"


  "That wasn't love, it was a fantasy. I think I loved the idea of you: of us. What we could be."


  I call him on the lie.


  "Do you love me?" He challenges, turning the tables. "Are you even capable of love, do you even know what it means?" He glares at me, nostrils flaring.


  Am I capable of love? The words wound, but I can't say they're unjustified. I know what I was like back then, and I haven't exactly gone out of my way to convince him that I've changed. I've been too busy hiding behind the man that I used to be.


  Still, it hurts.


  The pain that lanced through me at his words must have shown on my face because instantly he softens, a small notch dimpling his smooth brow and his eyes smudging at the corners. "Shit," he breathes softly. "That bad, huh?"


  I drop my gaze, focusing instead on my trembling hands. I anchor them around my cup with clawed fingers, but don't dare lift it to my lips. My vision blurs and I blink rapidly, desperately trying to hide from the intensity of those beautiful bronze eyes. I don't know how to do this, I've never had to hide before. Now all I want to do is run away as fast as I can, tend my wounds in private. I wish I could take it all back but it's too late for that now, Pandora's Box is open and what spilled out was me: my guts; my soul; my bloody, aching heart.


  "Please," I beg, my lips barely moving as I choke out that tiny, needy word, "it hurts."


  He reaches across the table and grips my hand, almost unsettling the cup. I grip back, our knuckles white-on-red. I stare at our clasped fingers, wondering if the gesture is significant.


  "I know," he sobs, before dropping my hand, standing and fleeing.


  ****


  Two weeks with no contact from him and I'm a wreck, barely human. Outwardly I go through the motions of my sad, empty life, but inside I'm dying. Everywhere I go I see him, a symphony of parts– his hands, his nose or lips or ear. Every time a stranger looks back at me, frowning eyes that aren't bronze; aren't bronze at all. I thought I'd plumbed the depths over the years that the gnawing ache inside me was something I'd learnt to live with, just an old wound that festered and occasionally flared. I know now my suffering hadn't even begun. I used to think 'lovesick' was just an expression, until I cried so hard I retched. Kneeling on the cold tile floor of my bathroom, tears running down my face and my sides sore from sobbing, watching the remnants of the only pitiful meal I'd eaten in two days float in the bowl before me, I prayed for the first time in my life.


  I don't know who or what I was praying to, but I clasped my hands and I begged for peace. For one day without hurting, for one night of dreamless sleep, for even an hour free from hating myself for everything I'd done wrong. If not peace, then numbness. I longed for shock to take over, to go onto autopilot, to shut down and stop feeling, because feeling hurt too damn much. I'm not some angsty teenager and I wasn't thriving off this, I was dying– just not quickly enough.


  Then the call came.


  I noticed the red light blinking on my answer machine when I got in from work on Friday, but it could have been there for days for all I'd paid attention. I hit play, finger hovering over the delete button in case it was a telemarketer– or worse, my mum, wondering why I haven't called. Curt's gruff tone rasped out and I almost hit the button in shock. Scalded, I back away and listen to the message. A party, he said, for his and Paul's one-year anniversary. I had to be there, Paul was keen that I go. It was to take place the next night at the usual bar.


  I shuffled to the kitchen, found a bottle of vodka, and proceeded to get very, very drunk.


  I wake up on Saturday afternoon feeling like something took up roost in my mouth and a brass band is practicing in my head. There's no way I'm going to that party– no way. How the hell can I sit there and make merry and celebrate the fact that the man I love is in love with someone else? Why the hell would Paul be sadistic enough to put me through it?


  I crawl out of bed and stumble through the detritus of the previous night littered across my lounge, wincing in the bright sunlight that streams through the uncovered windows. I stub my toe and send a bottle skidding across the carpet, step carefully over my teenage photo albums, vowing to box them up and ship them to my mum's as soon as possible, and hobble into the kitchen, where I consume about three gallons of water and my patented cocktail of over the counter painkillers, guaranteed to eliminate even the fiercest hangover.


  I drag my sorry, self-pitying ass into the shower and stand limply under the hot jets, letting the water slowly rehydrate and revive me. My stomach growls queasily but holds, no doubt because there's nothing in it to throw up, the twinge in my abdominal muscles informing me I already took care of that at some unspecified point in the early hours.


  When I finally start feeling more human I scour my skin until it's pink and glowing, wash my hair and brush the fuzz off my teeth. I towel myself roughly, smearing a hand through the condensation that fogs the mirror to confirm that yes, I do look like shit warmed up, and pull on a pair of black boxers.


  Stepping back into my ruined lounge, I note with grim satisfaction the gathering clouds blotting the spring sunshine outside. Melodramatically pleased that the weather at least is sympathetic to my plight, I expend the effort to clear up, grimacing as the glass bottles tinkle against each other in the bin. Screw the planet, the world doesn't care for me so why the hell should I care for it? Recycling is for optimists.


  As my pounding headache recedes into a dull background ache, another sensation crowds in, tightening my gut: remorse. I have no right to make Paul feel guilty for loving someone else, I threw that privilege away years ago. When had he ever been anything but happy for me when I ditched him to go get my brains fucked out by some gorgeous, anonymous stranger? At least to my face he's always been nothing but a caring, supportive friend. Now the tables are turned I seem incapable of being anything other than a jealous, glowering prick. I'm the ugly sister.


  No wonder he doesn't love me anymore. Hell, it's a miracle he even likes me these days. I'm not even sure that I like myself.


  I can do this, I tell myself as I open my wardrobe and eye my clothes. If he wants me there then the least I can do is show up. I fight down the rising bile which has nothing to do with the faint remnants of my hangover and select a pair of indigo jeans and my favourite dove-grey shirt, the one that makes my hair look blacker; my eyes bluer. I feel like I'm donning a suit of armour as I dress, numbing myself with the familiar routine. Just another night out.


  I exhale deliberately as I study my reflection in the long mirror of the wardrobe door, smoothing my hands over my flat stomach, down the soft brushed cotton shirt. God, how long has it been since I've been laid? I've been back here six months, which makes it… eight, no nine, maybe? The last encounter so memorable I have absolutely no recollection of it. After a while, they all fade into one meaningless, hurried fuck.


  I don't know at what point exactly I knew I was sick of it. At first I'd mistaken the hollow feeling inside me for boredom, a craving for more– something different, perhaps. I quickly learnt that I wasn't particularly kinky. My body has no tolerance for pain. I tried groups, role-play, giving and taking. Poppers, paddles, porn… they all left me empty inside. Every experience felt like I was grasping for something, but I never knew what it was that I was reaching for. I was a blind man, lost in the darkness.


  Then a stranger folded me up in his strong arms and held me.


  He hadn't been anything special. Late thirties, heavyset and hairy like a big ole poppa bear. He'd been propped at a bar, mindless of the buzzing atmosphere around him, steadily drinking himself stupid. Something about him called to me, in the blurred edges of his downturned grey eyes, the way his full lips dipped at the corners. He was so sad, so alone. I reached out to him, wanting to touch the pain I could see so clearly written across his face and ease it, if only for an hour. He looked too strong and sweet to be so vulnerable and so unhappy.


  His house was in the suburbs, a neat, boxy little thing. I glanced at the photos on the walls, the dresser, the windowsill, of him and another smiling, burly man, wrapped in each other's arms. They looked so perfect together, so confident that nothing would tear them apart. I didn't ask and he didn't tell.


  I gave him what he needed and sank bonelessly into his black and tan sheets, letting the sweat cool on my skin before I would have dressed and left. I was too shocked to respond when I felt his thick arm slid around my waist, pulling me into his broad chest. The mat of springy hair rubbed against my frozen back as my limbs locked. I felt his lips graze my nape, hot breath tickling my shoulder as he spooned against me. "Five minutes?" He asked the barest hint of a plea in his voice. I tried to relax my neck enough to rest my head fully on the pillow beside his as the calloused pad of his thumb scraped against my belly in rhythmic strokes.


  Unconsciously I folded my arm over his and gripped his wrist, holding him in place. He huffed contentedly and I felt his big body relax and settle as mine thrummed with anxiety and a desperate, painful longing. Fresh sweat broke out across my skin and I trembled in his arms as I finally realised what it was I'd been looking for. I tried to lose myself in the bigger man's comforting embrace, but at every part where our skin connected I was reminded anew that he wasn't the one that I wanted. Paul was all I could think about, his presence as tangible as if he were stood at the bedside, looking down on me. Pathetic.


  From that moment on, I was done. The sweaty nightclub encounters, long since dissatisfying, now made me nauseous and left me emptier than I was before they were even initiated. My need for Paul manifested itself in physical symptoms, every cell in my body screaming for him until I couldn't take it anymore: I had to come back, I had to find him and I had to find out if there was any hope for me, for us.


  And now I know. There isn't.


  ****


  Only an hour, I promise myself for what must be the hundredth time. Still I hesitate at the bar door before, with an impatient stamp of my foot, I push it open and force myself to walk in.


  The party is in a function room at the back and already in full swing. I glance around the sea of faces, surprised to realise that Paul's so popular. One table is clearly filled with Curt's work colleagues, all sat with military bearings in the corner, more subdued than the rest. I recognise some faces, friends and acquaintances from the old days and others I've met over the last six months. Arms wave at me and beckon me to various seats.


  The happy couple are laughing and joking at a table near the head of the room, Curt's arm slung possessively around the back of Paul's chair. His gaze slides across to me and his lip curls in a sneer, something smug and unpleasant lurking behind his piercing eyes. God, I hate that man.


  I force myself to settle on a table with a group of acquaintances and join in the rowdy conversation, limiting my bitter glances over the happy couple to once every five seconds. If I could just sit and stare, I would. Curt's eyes frequently meet mine, something cruel hardening their edges, or maybe that's just my own clouded interpretation. Paul loves that man, I remind myself. I have to trust my best friend's judgement over my own, I have to believe that there's something redeeming about him that I simply don't see.


  Don't want to see.


  I force my attention back to my fellow partygoers, picking up the threads of conversations around me and making a concerted effort to join in. No need to make a show of myself. It'd only embarrass Paul. Paul, who hasn't so much as glanced in my direction. I doubt he even knows I'm here.


  At some unspecified point after my third or fourth drink the music stops and Curt steps onto a small dais at the end of the room, tapping on a microphone. Catcalls and whistles ring out as he waits for everyone's attention. A speech. Fucking brilliant.


  Friendly, eager hands push Paul to his feet and over to his lover. He glances nervously around the room; eyes Curt sidelong, a warning quirking his brow; and looks back at his table again. His gaze slides over me and he freezes, his shoulders stiffening infinitesimally. His nostrils flare. Shit, he had no idea that I would be here. What the fuck…? Our eyes snap to Curt, who shoots another dark look in my direction before he turns his attention fully to his partner and begins speaking.


  Cold lead sinks down my chest and settles in my gut as the room falls silent. Breaths hitch as Curt tells Paul how much he loves him and everything that the last year has meant. As he drops to one knee the bottom falls out of my world. Choking on the too-thick air I stumble to my feet, hands blindly groping the table for support. Glass smashes, the people around me react angrily but I don't care. I can't stay, I can't watch this, see Paul's face light up, witness Curt place that ring on his finger.


  No fucking way.


  I don't care what kind of a scene I make as I flee the room. My only thought is to escape, to run as far and as fast as I can and never look back. "Bastard," I spit as I crash into the street. Curt set me up. The lousy, rotten, cruel, cruel bastard.


  A couple stepping into the bar give me a wide berth as they pass. Rain falls in heavy sheets, quickly soaking me to the skin as I run down the street, mercifully masking my tears from the few people who hurry along, collars drawn up and heads bowed against the elements. I run blindly until I can't run anymore and then I collapse in a darkened shop doorway, bury my head in my hands and howl.


  God knows what I must look like, a grown man, drenched to the bone, curled in a tight knot on the dirty pavement. I don't care, can't care, the only thing I know is that I'm hurting more than I ever thought possible and I want to die. How can I live knowing that Paul will never be mine, that my last hope has gone? Why would I want that life? I struggle to catch my breath, gulping for air, the sound rasping against my bruised ribs as pain lances through my chest like I've been stabbed.


  I clutch at the ache, wanting to tear it out, wanting to rip my shattered heart from my chest and fling it from me. My wet shirt plasters itself to my skin and I half-expect to see the russet bloom of blood soaking through as I look down. How can pain this intense not show a wound?


  I sit there, shaking and trembling for what seems like hours, attracting curious, embarrassed glances from every random passerby. The tattered remnants of my ego eventually scrape themselves together and protest against the indignity, the shame, of being seen like this. I clamber weakly to my feet and start on the long walk home.


  It seems to take forever before I finally turn into my street and my building rises up before me. My feet are hurting, wet socks rubbing against a pair of shoes still too new and stiff for this kind of rough treatment. Rain continues to lash down, trickling in rivulets through my short hair, dripping from the lobes of my ears and the tip of my nose, mixing with the warmer saltwater that burns my cheeks. I sniff loudly, wiping my nose on my sodden sleeve. When I'd left I hadn't anticipated walking anywhere and hadn't even brought a coat out with me. In the darkness, my dove-grey shirt looks black. I'm probably going to catch a chill. With any luck, it'll prove fatal.


  Head bowed, I don't see the shivering figure huddled on my doorstep until I'm almost on top of him. Paul shoots to his feet, as soaked as I am, his T-shirt moulded to the firm contours of his body, his hard nipples dusky shadows beneath the white material. I stare at him in shock.


  "Where have you been?" He demands.


  I can only gape in amazement, my mouth opening and closing soundlessly, synapses short-circuiting in my brain. "Why are you here?" I eventually manage to blurt.


  "I've been waiting for you." His brow pulls low, petulant. "I've been here for hours."


  I finally looked at him properly. He's wrapped his arms around his chest, unconsciously rubbing his hands against his biceps in a vain attempt to warm them. His bottom lip trembles as a shiver overtakes him. The rain has clumped his short hair into thin spikes that lie furrowed across his scalp. His dark lashes are matted. He has never looked more beautiful.


  Another violent shiver takes him and I come to my senses and usher him inside. He follows me up the long flights of stairs to the fifth floor, our jeans creaking stiffly at every step, shrunken and tight. I grab a couple of towels from the bathroom, wrapping one over my shoulders and passing him the other. He stands awkwardly in a puddle on my doormat, the towel hanging limp from his hands.


  "Get dry," I tell him gruffly, heading to my bedroom to find him a change of clothes. I peel off my shirt and fight my way out of the denim that has adhered itself to my thighs, leaving faint bluish stains behind. I pick up the towel I threw on my bed and roughly rub it over my hair and chest, shivering now I realise how cold I'd been.


  A sound at my bedroom door makes me whirl round. Paul stands hesitantly on the threshold. My breath catches in my throat as I looked at him. He's taken off the sodden T-shirt and dried his short hair. My eyes flit over his chest, greedily drinking in the sight of his hard pecs and toned abs, his nipples two tight rosy buds. My mouth waters to taste them.


  I turn back to my wardrobe and wrestle for control of my own body. My poor, hopeful heart begs me to believe that he's here to do more than berate me for ruining his special night and tell me we can no longer be friends.


  "Jack," he murmurs my name.


  "Get dressed." I throw an old T-shirt and pair of jogging bottoms at him. They might be a bit baggy, but they'll do.


  He catches the clothes and stares at them blankly. I rummage viciously through my wardrobe, looking for something to wear myself. I feel too exposed in only my underwear. It's bad enough that my heart has been stripped naked, without my body being that vulnerable, too. My skin tingles as his eyes run over me.


  "Jack," he says, more insistently.


  I clench my fists to keep the shudder inside. Even the sound of his voice is too much for me to bear. Scarlet half-moon crescents mark my palms like stigmata. "Please," I beg, not sure what I'm even asking.


  He pads into the room, his bare feet rasping across the thick pile carpet. He approaches me but I push away from the wardrobe and pace around my bed, putting distance between us before I grab him and do something that he'll regret. It was a mistake, now we face each other across the intimate expanse of sheets, half-dressed like this is actually leading somewhere.


  "Why are you here?" I gasp, my breath heavy in the silence that bridges the gap between us.


  "For you."


  My knees buckle and I sit heavily, the soft duvet pillowing my fall. I angle my body, turning my back to him, my chin resting on my chest, one leg bouncing uncontrollably. I never knew Paulie could be so cruel.


  "Jack, please, look at me." He sits beside me, close enough that I can feel the heat radiating from his body even though our skin doesn't touch.


  My fingers knot in the bedding, knuckles white. I clench my fists so tight that my hands shake. I don't look at him. I can't.


  "Jackie…" His fingers hover tentatively above my arm.


  I tip my head to look at him over my shoulder. "What do you mean?" I ask. All I can hear are those two words whispering around my head, opening a floodgate of longing. For you. For you. "Why aren't you with your fiancé?" I force the word out, my eyes squeezing shut.


  I open them in time to see him wince. My gaze drops to his hands: naked fingers splayed across trim thighs. "He's not my fiancé."


  Okay, that gets my attention. I turn around to face him. He must be able to read everything I'm thinking straight off my face, every needy, desperate, wishful thought. My eyes ask the questions for me.


  "I never stopped loving you," he confesses quietly, vulnerability shining in his own wet eyes as he looks at me.


  "But, Curt…"


  "I don't love Curt. I could never marry him. It was you, Jack, it was always you."


  A cry lodges in my throat.


  He leans forward, his body curled towards me, lips bare inches from my chest. My hand reaches out of its own volition and hovers, wanting to cup his face. To soothe away the fear and the vulnerability etched across his features. I closed my eyes as my fingertips brush his skin, rubbing over satiny flesh and sharp stubble. For so long I've dreamed of his touch, how his hands would feel on my skin, how his lips would feel on mine. I never dared believe that it was actually possible.


  And yet here I am. With him. I can't bring myself to open my eyes, fearful I'll find it's all just another fantasy.


  "Please," he whispers.


  This is definitely not a dream.


  I brush my thumb across his parted lips, his hot breath scorching a ragged mark, his open mouth an invitation that I can't ignore. I bow my head, studying his face though my lashes. A small moan escapes him as I touch my lips to the delicate skin stretched taut across his high cheekbones. He tilts his head and I slant my mouth over his, claiming him in a hot, desperate kiss.


  He opens for me instantly, crushing his body against mine, nestled under my arm, so pliant, so docile, so perfect that I want to die as pure emotion sweeps through me like a force of nature, obliterating everything but the touch and taste of him. A wanting, longing moan rolls in our mouths as we kiss, a sound that could have come from either of us, and we drink it down in equal measure, a part of us both, something denied for far too long.


  Kissing Paul is like being kissed for the very first time. The memory of our other kisses– brief, tentative explorations– burns away in the searing heat of his mouth. Our tongues touch and sparks run through me, electric, lighting every nerve like sizzling tapers. The soft, moist heat of his mouth; the gentle curve of the back of his skull as I cradle it; the short scrubbing brush spikes of his hair sliding through my fingers: he overwhelms me, his scent and touch and taste and dear God, this is only our first kiss.


  I draw him back to gaze at his flushed cheeks and bruised lips, heavy lids hanging low over sultry bronze eyes, pupils blown. His chest rises and falls in shallow staccato movements and I drop my hand from his face to let my fingers drift over the hard swell of his pecs and the concave hollow in between.


  He inhales sharply as I find one tight pink nipple and brush my thumb across it, the small nub instantly hardening, a tiny peak of desire. I kiss his neck, languorously nuzzling and licking the delicate tendons, the strong muscles, the paper-thin skin behind his ear, while my hand continues to explore every inch of his firm chest and flat stomach.


  A shiver runs through him as my nails scrape against the tight denim encasing his slim thighs and I pause, realising that he must be freezing in the sodden material. I need both hands to pop the stiff buttons so I slide to the floor, parting his legs and kneeling at his feet, eyeing him hungrily as the swollen material finally bends to my will and opens.


  He leans back, reclining on his elbows and lifting his hips to allow me to rip the saturated second skin from him. I throw the jeans behind me and run my hands up his legs, fingers raking through the fine hairs that dust his shins and thighs, rubbing heat back into his cold, clammy flesh. I reach higher, finding the tight waistband of his damp briefs, beautifully moulded to the contours of his body, and slowly ease them down, unpeeling him.


  His cock stirs sluggishly, his balls retracted almost back into his pelvis. How long had he been sitting in the pouring rain waiting for me? I know Paulie's a grower but even soft he can do better than this. I decide to warm him the best way I know how, leaning my whole body forward, locking my eyes on his so I can watch every second of his reaction as he reads my intent. I'm not disappointed.


  The groan that escapes from his tight lips is almost pained as I slip his half-hard dick into my mouth and suck gently, exerting soft pressure along the whole length. He fights to keep his eyes open and trained on me as I slowly slide up and off, then back down again. His cock reacts instantly, hardening and thickening, stretching my lips and filling my throat, giving me more on every down stroke. I glide my hand between his legs to caress his balls, gently massaging them in their pouch, cupping them in my palm. They don't descend much, but it's no longer cold keeping them pressed high and tight to his body. He's shaking, but I don't think that's down to the cold anymore, either.


  He's panting hard now, the muscles in his belly contracting rhythmically, a small preview of how his body will respond to mine when I take him. The image of him undulating below me, trembling with desire, stripped back to his barest essences as he comes undone in my arms, makes my heart stutter and my chest palpitate like I've run a marathon and I have to stop and breathe hard to get myself back under control. I'm as excited and nervous as a virgin, but maybe that's not so far from the truth: I've never made love to anyone before. We've barely started yet I know that what we're about to do is nothing like anything I've ever done in the past. This is different, it's him, and it means something. It means everything.


  I climb up between his legs, pushing him back onto the bed, out of the damp patch left by his jeans, until his head touches the pillows and he wraps his arms around me as I settle on top of him. We kiss again, and it's almost so good that I don't want to do anything else, I just want to lie here in his arms and kiss him and kiss him until the world ends. They can bury me here, put a plaque on the door to commemorate the miracle that happened in this unassuming little room, and pilgrims will travel to light candles and sing songs about us. Maybe I'm the pilgrim: I was the one looking for a miracle and right here, in my own bedroom, I finally found it.


  My miracle opens his eyes and smiles up at me, hope and longing and naked, shameless love. I smile back, keeping our faces close because I can't bear to be any further away from him than I am right now. I don't want to ever let him out of my sight again as long as I live. His hands slide along my flanks, his fingers drifting over the soft skin of my hips and I quiver, ticklish. His eyes light up at the discovery and he toys with me, teasing, a grin splitting his face from ear to ear. I bury my face in the crook of his neck as he continues to torment me until I beg him to stop. He smoothes his palms over the sensitive skin, soothing the residual tingle and I fall in love with him all over again.


  His hands slither into the back of my waistband and push my shorts down, both of us wriggling awkwardly to remove the offending material without getting up. They bunch somewhere around my mid-thighs and I settle back against him, aligning our bodies. We both gasp as we slot together, as I feel his velvety hardness press against mine. It's too good, the soft slide of our skin as we gently rock our hips, mouths meeting and parting in a slow dance of lips and tongues.


  I feel like I'm drowning in him; like my body is slowly melting and pooling and being absorbed, drop by drop; like we're making something new out of each other, a bit of us both. I no longer know where he ends and I begin, if I'm touching him or he's touching me, our bodies joined in the most exquisite surrender as I offer him everything that I am, and I claim everything that he is. We belong to each other, I know that now, I've always known it, and I'm not afraid anymore because I know I'll never lose him, and he'll never lose me. This is it, for both of us. This is the rest of forever.


  ****


  Six months later, we're back in the same bar with our friends. This time, it's Paulie on the dais with the microphone, Paulie who drops to one knee. And this time, I don't run out.


  THE END
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  THE ROAD TO HELL


  by Sara York


  MacKinzy Devero sank to his knees and closed his eyes. He loved this position, but this time was different. This time he was supposed to be praying. He had no freaking clue what to say to God, other than to beg his way out of this mess. How the hell had he ended up here, in the middle of Mexico with priest robes over his clothes and a set of rosary beads around his neck? Mac cracked open his eyes and spied Grayson, his best bud and longtime friend. His heart squeezed as he watched Grayson's lips move. A long time ago he'd vowed to protect Gray. That's how he'd ended up here.


  With their daily prayers said the chores started, then there were more prayers and finally a break at around four. During their down time was when he and Grayson planned on searching the basement for the Carpenter kids. Tyler and Cassidy Carpenter had gone missing five days ago. The couple knew Grayson from high school and before Mac even heard the case, Grayson said yes. Not that he wouldn't have helped the kids, but this case had proved to be a bitch and the parents a bit slimy. Their trail led Grayson and Mac to Mexico, to this monastery.


  An uncomfortable twisting in his gut settled in shortly after arriving yesterday and grew worse as the morning progressed. Mac and Grayson were allowed into the monastery because of the letters of recommendation they'd forged, but a couple of the priests had been suspicious. Their eyes gave them away. That and the way the monks snuck around, hanging outside of Mac and Grayson's bedroom.


  Another thing leaving him uneasy and out of whack was the kiss. He and Grayson had been friends for forever, and would have stayed just friends had they not shared one amazing kiss, which had blown his mind and left him wanting. Fuck, his dick had plumped up while thinking about the simple brush of Grayson's pink lips against his dark cherry ones. In the end, nothing had been simple about it. Everything had changed since then. Grayson wouldn't look him in the eye for more than a second now. He needed to settle this tonight. They couldn't continue on like this. Heck, he sure as hell wasn't ready to stop working with Grayson because he needed the guy. Their best bud status could easily mutate into so much more, if Grayson allowed him to get past first base.


  Mac switched teams a few years back, moving from pussyville to sucking cock. It had taken him long enough to openly acknowledge his own desires, and he wished Grayson would admit his interest. Two days ago, when they were at the bottom of Copper Canyon with two Mara Salvatrucha gang members holding them at gunpoint, everything had been different. One of the MS dudes went to attack but Grayson did some jump snap kick thing and dropped one of the assholes. The other proved easy to take down. After the two dickheads were down, he'd grabbed Grayson, hugging him. Grayson had tilted his head back, the air between them grew thick and the jerk of Grayson's cock against his leg surprised the heck out of both of them. Mac's eyes went wide moments before his partner in crime fighting lifted up on his toes, making their lips connect.


  Of course all hell broke lose seconds after their kiss ended. The shootout, followed by disposing of bodies and the gathering of information meant they hadn't talked. Last night when Mac thought they were clear to figure this out, footsteps sounded outside their door. Hell, they couldn't catch a break. They'd been good, neither of them doing anything to draw suspicion. He and Grayson attended prayers five times today and would be here for the sixth prayer meeting. Whatever it took to keep up appearances. When asked, he'd done menial chores with a smile on his face. Now they were free to snoop and they'd successfully snuck away without being seen.


  Tonight, he'd force Grayson to talk. The search for Tyler and Cassidy took top priority, but they could spend a few minutes figuring this out.


  "You ready?" Grayson asked, his eyes diverted, only flashing towards Mac twice.


  "Yeah, you got your gun?"


  "Of course." Grayson stepped out of their bedroom and hung a left then took the hall to the right, searching for the entrance to the basement. Halfway down the corridor they struck gold. "It's locked. Got your pick?"


  "Yep." Quippy one-word answers were the hallmarks of their conversations, but the pink elephant in the room made him uncomfortable being so short with Grayson. They had to talk about the kiss.


  Mac worked on the lock while Grayson kept watch, his fine legs pressed up against Mac's crouched body. The scent of Grayson hit Mac and he wanted to bury his head between Grayson's legs and breathe in deep. Hell, he was driving himself crazy. Grayson wasn't interested in him that way. The kiss had been an accident, and he needed to stop obsessing about it. They were close to finding the kids. The trail pointed directly to them. He tasted victory. They'd rescue Tyler and Cassidy then get the hell out of here. Easy.


  The lock clicked open and Mac pushed through with Grayson following. The door slid closed behind them, locking as it shut. Mac stood still as Grayson pulled out his flashlight and flicked the device on, his breath hot on Mac's neck. Their bodies were close, too close. Too many things had passed between them for one kiss to ruin their working relationship.


  Grayson slowly stepped down the stairs, his feet sure on the slick concrete. Mac felt off kilter as he began his descent. The attraction had distracted him. No way he'd let this go on any further. When they hit the basement Mac grabbed Grayson's shoulder, halting his progress. He spun the smaller man around, pinning Grayson against the wall, ducking his head to whisper in his partner's ear.


  "I can't keep this up."


  "What?" Grayson's voice came out stiff, absent of emotions.


  Mac felt like a fool making a big deal out of this. He tried to back off when the door at the top of the stairs opened. Mac's heart raced and his stomach clenched. Grayson grabbed Mac's hand, pulling him behind a box and under the stairwell into a hidden cubbyhole. They were concealed, Grayson's flashlight off.


  Fucking close. A pair of feet tromped down stairs and disappeared behind a door at the end of the corridor. Mac turned to Grayson, ready to finish his conversation, tell him the kiss meant nothing when Grayson's hand pulled Mac's head down, and Grayson's tongue licked at his lips. Their hips were grinding together and Grayson's world-class boner poked his leg.


  Mac opened his mouth, granting Grayson's tongue access, allowing him to enter, twirling his hot, slick tongue in Mac's mouth while his hands sought out Mac's ass, squeezing and groping. Mac broke the kiss, their breath labored as they stood forehead to forehead, fighting to calm his breathing before someone else heard. Mac moved his head, lining up his lips to whisper in Grayson's ear.


  "Holy crap, you're getting me so hot."


  Grayson moaned, saying nothing, his tongue snaking out, licking Mac's neck. The heat under the stairs built and sweat began to trickle down Mac's back. "Grayson," Mac groaned.


  Grayson pulled away, his hands dropped from Mac and the air grew stiff. In the drop of a hat everything changed, like an artic chill descended, cooling them off. Mac didn't understand why Grayson had to make this so difficult. Whatever happened between them seemed to be more than two guys taking the edge off.


  Grayson stepped out of their small cubbyhole where they'd hidden as the door above opened. Mac grabbed onto Grayson's arm and pulled him back into the safety of the covered alcove. Grayson turned and melted against Mac, his hands searching Mac's body, rubbing, pinching and petting. Mac hadn't expected this type of reaction. Only moments ago Grayson was frigid, and now the heat rolling off of him had Mac turned on, but danger loomed near, forcing Mac to pull back. Grayson stopped dead still. Too dark to make out his features, Mac could only guess what rolled through his friend's head.


  Mac leaned in, whispering in his ear. "Babe, people are coming down the stairs. Fuck, I want you so bad."


  The noise on the stairs quieted as the priests made their way into the room where the other men had gone. A door in the basement shut and Mac pushed Grayson forward. They snuck upstairs, not saying a word as they slipped back into their tiny room. The door shut behind Mac, Grayson with his body turned away. Mac locked the door, giving them some privacy. They could do this without making noise, though they needed to talk.


  Grayson flinched when Mac touched his shoulder. Neither moved, Mac waited for Grayson to turn around. After a long moment, Grayson breathed out a heavy sigh and turned, his gaze downcast. Slowly his gaze rose. Lust mixed with shame clouded his normally bright blue eyes.


  "Grayson," Mac moaned and pulled him into a tight hug. They clung to each other, Mac dropping quick kisses on Grayson's head. "I don't understand either."


  Grayson shuddered, his shoulders shaking like he was crying. "I can't tell you how many times I've fantasized about you. About kissing you, touching you, licking your body, going down and sucking you."


  Mac stilled, and he swore his heart skipped a beat. How long had Grayson wanted him? He'd had no clue, but now that the beast had climbed out of the closet the urge to pull up Grayson's priest robes, rip off his friend's pants and bury his dick into the little guy's ass filled him. Heat washed over him, surprised by the ferocity of his desire.


  "You're not saying anything." Grayson started to pull away and Mac held him tight, not allowing him to move.


  "Sorry, just thinking about pulling off your pants, holding you down and fucking you till I passed out."


  Grayson shivered as he skimmed his hands over Mac's body, grazing over Mac's muscular frame. The first brush of Grayson's fingers over his cock stole the air from Mac's lungs, the second sent a rush of blood through Mac's body, thundering in his ears, blocking out any sound. Heady with passion Mac pushed Grayson onto the bed, pinning his partner underneath him.


  He lifted up on one elbow, making sure Grayson was okay with his explorations. The look of pleasure on Grayson's face made Mac smile.


  "We're going to hell for this," Grayson said.


  Mac ran his tongue down Grayson's neck, pausing at the string of rosary beads. "Why do you say that?"


  "We're in a monastery lying about being priests, and now we're about to have sex. Two guys. Do you know what kind of fit they would have if they found out about us?"


  Mac chuckled, his tongue flicking Grayson's earlobe. The moan that the little swipe of his tongue elicited sent hot desire through Mac's body. He licked again, this time grinding his hips against Grayson's hot cock.


  "Fuck, you are big," Mac whispered.


  "What do you mean?"


  "I never knew."


  "What?" Grayson plastered his hand on Mac's chest. "What are you talking about?"


  "Fuck boy, why didn't you tell me you were hung like this?" Mac reached down and grabbed onto Grayson's fatty, stroking the thick meat through his robes and pants.


  Grayson's face went pink and he batted his eyelids shyly. Mac didn't want to hold back any longer. He kissed Grayson, plunging deep into Grayson's mouth, their tongues twisted, their bodies straining together as they groped each other.


  "Hell, these clothes have to go," Mac said.


  He jumped up off the bed, tossed his priest collar across the room and peeled off his robes. Having sex in a monastery went beyond strange, but what the hell, it wasn't like he was Catholic anyway.


  Grayson stripped out of his clothes. The air in Mac's lungs stilled as he watched Grayson reveal his lily-white ass and his thick cock. The size had Mac nervous as he thought of the thing plowing his backside.


  "What's wrong?" Grayson asked as he slid up next to Mac, his sizeable cock brushing up against Mac's leg.


  "Nothing is wrong."


  "You look scared."


  "I am." Mac's fears were on display for Grayson to see.


  "Why?"


  "You are huge." Mac reached down, sliding one finger over the tip of Grayson's pink rod.


  Grayson threw back his head and moaned, his dick straining forward as if he wanted to push inside of something. Mac's ass tightened, his whole body shivered.


  "Touch me again. Please."


  Mac dropped to his knees, marveling at the beauty before him. "Babe, you have the most beautiful cock I've ever seen." Mac stuck out his tongue, licking from the base to the tip. Grayson moaned, shaking with pleasure.


  "I want you inside of me. I've never done this before, but my whole body aches to have you claim me," Grayson moaned.


  Mac breathed out a sigh of relief before a wave of protectiveness rose up, crashing over him. He stood, plastering Grayson against the door, kissing his neck, his face and finally his lips. At first, he demanded, insisted the kiss be wild with passion before he slowed, becoming gentle in his assault. Taking the time to read what Grayson needed from him. His hands grazed over Grayson's body, touching his hips, his belly and his pecs, toying with each zone before moving on to discover the next. Grayson moved against him, sliding so their dicks were sandwiched together. Mac sucked in a breath as his dick rubbed against Grayson's.


  "Hell man, you are driving me crazy. I've never wanted anyone as much as I want you," Mac whispered.


  "Tell me you have a condom," Grayson begged.


  They stood with their foreheads touching, both breathing heavy. Mac hadn't packed condoms. Hell, they were on business, why would he need a condom? And the one kiss they'd shared hadn't prepared him for this. "No."


  "Shit."


  "We can still do something."


  Grayson dropped to his knees and sucked Mac's dick into his mouth, his lusty pull almost toppling Mac.


  "Fuck, you're good."


  Grayson hummed around Mac's dick as he continued to move up and down, deep throating Mac with each down stroke. Grayson reached between them, grabbing Mac's balls and pulling gently.


  "Ah, damn." Mac's entire body shook, his brain started to fuzz as he edged his orgasm.


  Grayson slid one finger down the cleft of Mac's ass cheeks, grazing his hole. The sensation flew through Mac's body, hot then cold as his cork popped, jizz jetting out of his dick and down Grayson's throat. Grayson swallowed and continued to work Mac's dick, sucking and squeezing, making the orgasm zip all the way to his toes.


  When Grayson finished, Mac stumbled to the bed, falling into a heap as his body shut down. Grayson prowled over, the look in his eyes predatory. Mac grabbed Gray's wrist and pulled him down. He wasn't going to leave Grayson wanting even though he wanted to crash.


  With his last bit of energy, he rolled Grayson underneath him and kissed his way down his partner's body. The word partner took on a new meaning for him. They'd worked together as private detectives for years, and before they went private, they'd been in the service together, this was new territory and he loved the closeness.


  Mac loved cock, but the size of Grayson scared the hell out of him. He'd choke on the fatty if he gave head like Grayson had, no he'd need to use a different technique.


  When his head leveled with Grayson's dick he pushed his nose into the other man's pubic hair, sniffing. The musky male scent drove him wild, making his tongue curl with desire. He licked from the base to the tip like he had before, this time trying to take a little bit in his mouth. Grayson moaned when Mac's lips slipped over his knob. Mac tasted Gray's salty seed weeping from his slit. He swallowed, reveling in the taste.


  Grayson's hand splayed on the back of his head, pushing him gently, urging him to take more. Mac tried, sucking in as much as he could then pulling off when he almost gagged. He could do better, wanted to do better. Grayson arched up into him, coming off the bed.


  "Hot damn, this is good," Grayson breathed out.


  Encouraged, Mac sucked down his rod again, going as deep as he could before pulling off. He moved to Grayson's balls, sucking one into his mouth, tugging gently with his lips. Grayson gasped, his hand palming his dick as Mac licked his balls. When Mac slid his tongue lower across the soft flesh near his hole, Grayson shouted out and arched up as his body going stiff.


  "Fuck."


  Mac smiled as he continued to drive Grayson crazy with his licks and nips, propelling the guy into overdrive. Grayson kept pumping his dick as Mac worked him over.


  "I'm about..."


  In one quick move Mac wrapped his lips around Grayson's dick, sliding up and down as his partner writhed below him.


  "Fuck yeah," Grayson groaned as he shivered below Mac.


  The first spurt of hot cum hit the back of his throat and he swallowed and sucked Grayson in further, doing his best to swallow down all the man had to give. His mouth filled with the hot, sticky substance again and he swallowed, praying Grayson was satisfied with his performance. When the flow stopped, Mac let Grayson's dick fall out of his mouth before he licked him over and over again, loving the way Grayson shuddered beneath him with each swipe of his tongue.


  He crawled up his lover's body, falling into his arms, resting his head on Grayson's shoulder.


  "Good Lord, Mac, that was the best I've ever had. When we find a store, we're buying condoms."


  "Really?" Mac asked.


  "Yeah, I want you inside of me so bad. I crave a connection."


  "Grayson?"


  "Yeah?"


  "I've wanted to..."


  "I know. I've wanted you too."


  He couldn't look at his buddy, the one guy who'd been there through everything, his breakups with women, the death of his parents, the crap with the Army and now this. How had they ended up like this?


  "Why?" Mac asked.


  Grayson stroked his back, peppering kisses across Mac's forehead. "I don't know. You've felt the connection before, haven't you?"


  Mac thought back over the years they'd known each other. The excitement at seeing Gray, the way they protected each other, those crazy smiles, and the half hard-ons from just thinking about his best friend. "Hell yeah." Mac pushed up on his elbow, looking down into Grayson's eyes. "I've always felt for you. More than I should have and I knew it back then, but I never acted because acting on my need for you meant... you know."


  "We're gay."


  "Yeah, I am, but why didn't you ever try, come to me or something after I came out?"


  Grayson squeezed him. "Mac?"


  "What?"


  "You going to be okay with this?" Grayson's voice shook when he spoke, drawing deep at Mac's emotions.


  "I can't live without you, without your friendship. You mean too much to me."


  Grayson snuggled in, pulling the sheets up over them both. They were sandwiched close on the twin bed, their legs and arms tangled together as they plastered their bodies next to each other.


  "Good night," Grayson said.


  Mac waited a moment, thinking about all the things he wanted to say but wasn't brave enough yet. "Good night." He wanted to tell Grayson how he felt, tell him about his emotions, but he couldn't. That they were lying naked in the same bed blew his mind, figuring out the rest would be impossible and take all night.


  Tomorrow morning would be soon enough to figure out what the hell this meant, because Mac sure as heck wouldn't let Grayson bury his head in the sand again and ignore the unbelievable connection they shared. The sex had been incredible, more than good, earth shattering. He wouldn't even contemplate if being together would ruin their working relationship. He'd make this work, even if the stress killed him.


  ****


  The heavy arm across Grayson's chest brought back the memories of last night. His dick swollen with need... Mac sucking him off... Their bodies pressed together, sticky come sliding down his throat... Fuck, what had he done?


  The first kiss had been a mistake, or so he thought. Mac didn't want this from him. Previous to last night he'd only been with women, going through them like they were an amusement. He'd been horrible; deceptive and a jerk. Fuck, Mac would probably want to kick him to the curb, even if he had seemed okay with them being together last night.


  Hell, Mac was more than okay with everything last night. Nothing had seemed strange after they'd had sex. They'd kissed, and then Mac had said he couldn't live without him. What had he meant? Could their relationship really be this easy?


  Mac moved beneath him. Grayson stiffened, waiting for Mac to wake enough to realize the morning wood against his leg was for him and not an accidental hard-on. Yeah, like you ever really get those by accident. The desire he had for Mac had been awakened and wouldn't be shut down easily.


  Late at night, all alone in his apartment, he would slide his fingers inside of his hole, whispering Mac's name over and over again as he jerked his dick. He may have dated girls to keep up appearances, but the way he craved Mac would probably scare the shit out of the guy.


  Mac moaned and the urge to pull away raced through Grayson but he never had the chance. Mac tightened his hold and pulled him underneath, pressing his morning wood into Grayson's leg.


  "I dreamed this wasn't real, that you and I hadn't done what we did. I was devastated," Mac whispered in his ear.


  Grayson's breath shallowed out as Mac ground against his body. Breathing meant accepting everything would be okay, and he didn't know if it would be. Didn't want to expect everything to work out, because if it all worked out, he and Mac would be a couple. Could they really live as a couple? Every hope and dream he'd ever had in his adult life centered around Mac. Pathetic as it might be, he'd wanted Mac for years, just been too afraid to contemplate or ever act on his desires. Even when Mac came out, he hadn't acted. He feared Mac would turn him down so he kept quiet.


  "I didn't think..."


  "Think what?" Mac left a trail of kisses along Grayson's jaw, leaving him unable to finish his sentence. "Babe, what?"


  Grayson closed his eyes, focusing on the question. "I feared you wouldn't want me. You'd wake up and ask me to leave, kick my ass to the curb and toss me out."


  Mac slid his tongue over Grayson's mouth, sending a shiver through him. His already stiff dick hardened more. Grayson opened to Mac's insistent tongue, allowing the guy to invade his mouth like he wanted Mac to invade his body.


  The kiss ended too soon and Grayson opened his eyes, staring up into Mac's dark ones. "Don't leave me."


  "No, never."


  The door crashed open behind them, Mac jumped but the guns pointed in their face held both Mac and Grayson in place. Angry scowls and dirty looks passed between the men as they ascertained what Mac and Grayson were doing together. Disgust evident in their stance and on their faces.


  Abbot Benton, his eyes bright with anger, tisked his tongue then spoke. "I knew you were fakes the minute I laid eyes on you. And now this. At first I wasn't going to let them come and take you, I'd planned on making up some excuse or something to get you to leave, but now, I won't ask them not to kill you."


  Grayson swallowed, trying to force down the bile in his throat. At least he and Mac had last night together. Anger rose up inside of him. Their circumstances were totally unfair. They deserved to have a relationship, not this. Why did their bond have to end before it had even started?


  ****


  Mac hated himself for getting Grayson into this mess. The guy was too special to be treated this way. Fuck, he'd messed up big time. For one night he'd dropped his guard. He'd let his emotions take him where he wanted to go and his body had followed willingly, enthusiastically, shutting out every ounce of reason and putting his best friend, and now lover, in danger.


  "I'm sorry," he whispered behind Grayson, hoping the guy heard him, but praying the others didn't.


  "Get up," Abbot Benton spat before turning to leave the room.


  Grayson grabbed for his pants, his face red with embarrassment or anger, Mac couldn't tell which. The guys with guns didn't turn away and everyone got a good look at his now limp cock as he pulled on his pants. They filed out of the room, their captors surrounding them. The abbot stood off to the side, his face a mask of disgust. A small amount of shame trickled through him, and he felt unsure if he could even look at Grayson right now. How could he suffer embarrassment about anything he did with Grayson? The guy was his rock, his best friend, the one person he wanted to share everything with. Looking back he knew their being together was only a natural progression in their relationship. They were meant to be lovers, and how he'd never seen it before was a mystery.


  "Don't move," a big guy holding a gun on Grayson said.


  Mac wanted to reach up and smash in the guy's face, but one shot is all it would take to end his life. He had no gun to fight with, no knife to toss either. Defenseless, without any weapons, he'd have to rely on timing and wit to gain any advantage and they were severely out numbered.


  With a mixture of dread and fear, Mac stole a glance at Grayson, glad to see Gray composed, ready for action. He hadn't understood why he feared Grayson's reaction. Hell, maybe he experienced a little disappointment since his friend didn't need him more. Of course, his best friend had always been capable in every battlefield situation, no matter what type of shit storm they encountered Grayson handled himself magnificently.


  "I only hope God can absolve you of your grievous sin," Abbot Benton crowed as he stalked away.


  Mac flinched, praying Grayson would forgive him. They'd sinned, not by having sex, but by believing they were safe.


  "Say good night." Mac heard before the butt of a gun slammed against his head, dropping him to the ground. When he regained consciousness, the floor moved beneath him. After a few seconds of bouncing around he figured out he wasn't on firm ground, but in a car or truck or whatever it happened to be they were riding in. His arms were cinched behind him, his feet bound. Panic turned his stomach when he didn't immediately find Grayson.


  Darkness surrounded him. The floor underneath him felt like wood. He turned, just enough to slide his fingers over the hard surface beneath him. Pain erupted in his index finger. Wood flooring, older and splintering. He hated that he'd gotten a splinter. The damned thing ate at him, digging in his conscience. The splinter represented the way Grayson had gotten under his skin, becoming a part of him, and now that he hadn't a clue of his partner's whereabouts, the pain raced through him, leaving him weak.


  The fucking splinter was another reminder of how lame his life had turned. He freaking loved his best friend, the only man he'd ever loved, and he hadn't said anything to Grayson about how he felt. Oh God, I love him. He did love Grayson, no matter how much he wanted to deny the attraction. He'd been friends with the man for so long, shared so many experiences with him, killed with him, saved people with him, cried at funerals and even picked up girls. And every time they'd gone out to pick up a girl it had seemed wrong. He'd known the truth, felt the anger, the jealousy, experienced the confusion when he watched Grayson hit it off with a girl and wished she had been him.


  Mac stopped thinking, lest he admit to himself the thorn poking at the back of his mind, always present even though he'd never wanted to acknowledge the reality, happened to be true. At least not while he had no clue where Grayson was. He rolled over, bumping into something warm, a bit soft but hard too. Mac pushed with his shoulder and legs, realizing another body shared the back of the truck with him.


  "Grayson?" No answer. Mack pushed again with his shoulder. "Grayson." The lump moaned but didn't move. "Grayson, wake up."


  Mac pushed against Grayson a few more times, praying the guy regained consciousness.


  "Please, wake up," Mac begged, with no idea when the truck would stop or if they would escape the back of this beast alive. Grayson groaned and flopped around. "Buddy, you hear me."


  "Fuck, what the hell?"


  "We're in the back of a truck, headed to God knows where."


  "You hurt?" Grayson asked.


  The guy was too good. Mac hadn't even thought about injuries. If they knew the score, they could fight the enemy.


  "I don't think so. Just a bit of pain in my head. And you?"


  "Head hurts. We need to get these ties off. You got anything in your pockets?" Grayson's voice gained strength every minute.


  "Hell, I don't know. Considering we were naked before we ended up here, I doubt I've got anything." His words came out sarcastic, not at all how he wanted to sound.


  "You're so sweet when you wake up. Let me grope you for a bit and see if you've got anything."


  "Shucks, you make it impossible to say no."


  Grayson turned to face away from him as Mac rolled towards him. Grayson's fingers groped his pockets, then he squeezed around Mac's cock and squeezed again.


  "Hey, seriously? Not the time."


  Grayson chuckled. "Couldn't help myself. You don't know how irresistible you are when you're tied up."


  "Fuck, you're making me blush."


  "Good, we could use a laugh. I'm not finding anything in your front pockets, turn around and let me stroke that nice ass of yours."


  Mac rolled over and pushed his ass close to Grayson. Hands groped, fingers found their way between his ass crack, rubbing and causing Mac to get a stiffy. He wanted to complain, he wanted to bitch at Grayson, but he didn't. The man turned him on and he loved the way Grayson's caresses stirred him. Previous to this week, he'd kept those emotions in check, and they'd been careful not to touch too much. Now they had permission to grope freely– last night had granted them freedom.


  "Nope, nothing. Now it's your turn to molest me," Grayson drawled.


  "Babe, it's not molesting if you want me to do it." Mac turned. The limited movement caused by the zip strips pissed him off. Why did they go and strap them? Zip strips were better than actual handcuffs, but seriously, the bastards were starting to piss him off.


  He slid his hand along Grayson's front, getting in a little gratuitous grope in addition to searching his pockets. "Nothing, turn over."


  "Didn't seem like nothing to me," Grayson whispered.


  Mac blew out a breath, his face heating again for the hundredth time since he and Grayson started getting frisky. "Just roll over and let me grab your ass."


  Grayson scooted around, his body scraping on the wood floor. Mac waited, his fingers itching to slide along Grayson's curvy ass. Guys usually didn't have big butts, especially white guys, but Grayson had the best ass he'd ever seen on a guy. Made him want to slip between his cheeks, sinking into his luscious body. Mac groaned, his dick getting hard even though they were in a stupidly desperate situation and he shouldn't be thinking about sex.


  "Okay, grope away."


  Mac slid his hand over Grayson's body, trying his best to ignore the aching need between his legs. He focused on searching the guy's pants pockets. First the one on top, then he wiggled a bit and stuck his fingers in the other pocket, clasping onto something hard and thin. His fingers wrapped around the object and he pulled the small thing out.


  "Hey, I've got something."


  "Ah, my razor blade, has to be."


  "Shit, is this that damned thing I always make fun of you for having?" Mac groaned.


  "Yes, it is. Aren't you glad I'm a– what did you call me last time? A stupid idiot for carrying around that crappy piece of shit?"


  "Yeah, yeah. Here I'm passing it to you. I don't know how to work the thing."


  Mac would pay for this later. Grayson knew how to hold a grudge and make you think it was a good idea that he had. Hell, if they got out of this because of that stupid little piece of plastic and metal, he'd buy one for himself.


  "I don't want to cut you. The razor is sharp. I've already cut my finger, so I'm going to try mine first."


  "Be careful."


  "Yes mom."


  "Shut up. Seriously, don't cut yourself too bad. I don't want to have to clean up your blood from the back of this truck.


  Grayson grunted. "I can always count on you to make me feel better."


  They'd used this type of banter in the past to diffuse stressful situations, but this time the humor was lost on Mac. Grayson meant too much to him to joke about him dying. He gritted his teeth, scooting further away from the guy, careful not to bump into him as the truck rumbled down the road.


  Time stood still. Mac waited, about to crawl out of his skin as anticipation for Grayson's signal that he'd cut through the zip strip wound through him. The tension built inside of Mac, irritation ready to spill out when Grayson spoke.


  "Done."


  Mac cursed to himself, relieved they were free to form a resistance of some sort, even if the defense seemed lame. Grayson grabbed onto Mac, finding his hands in the dark.


  "Don't move. I don't want to mar your beautiful black skin."


  Mac rolled his eyes though Grayson couldn't see him in the dark, "Shut up and get me free."


  Grayson didn't cut off the zip strip, instead his best friend moved and pressed against his shoulder.


  "Babe, you're beautiful. Don't ever doubt it. I want you safe and I would die if I ever hurt you." Grayson's lips brushed against his jaw.


  The words were on his tongue, begging to be said, but he couldn't, not yet and not hidden in the dark. "Thanks." He wanted to see Grayson the first time he said those words.


  "Don't forget it either." The scratching sound of Grayson moving prompted Mac to roll over, exposing his hands. Hopefully he'd be free in a matter of seconds. The relief of pressure around his wrists brought joy to him, quickly replaced by worry. Sure, their arms were free, and their legs would be soon, but how the heck would they get out of this death trap?


  He didn't have to wonder for long. The truck braked moments after he and Grayson freed their legs. They hadn't crawled to standing yet and were lucky they'd stayed on the ground as they were tossed backwards then forwards with the momentum of the vehicle.


  "Show time," Grayson said.


  "Any clue what we're going to do?"


  "Nope. You?"


  "Pretend we're still captured? How about we play that game?" Mac suggested.


  "Sounds fun. When they come in to grab us we kill them with our wit?"


  "Sure, like usual."


  Mac laid down like he was still out and had his hands and feet bound. With the truck stopped it wasn't hard to pretend. He only hoped they had a chance to overpower the assholes. The back gate of the truck swung open, dim light poured in. Mac squinted, praying like hell his captors wouldn't see his eyes open. He had no doubt he and Grayson were destined to fill a shallow grave out in the desert somewhere. Had the Carpenter kids suffered the same fate, or were they back in the monastery, suffering for the sins of their parents?


  A single man climbed up in to the back of the truck, his submachine gun held loosely at his side. Mac could take him easily, but he worried Grayson would try at the same time. He was closer, the dude was his take down and he trusted Grayson would let him handle it.


  Fifteen feet... ten feet... five... action. The guy stopped beside Mac's feet, his gaze shifted to Grayson. Talk about opportunity. Mac swung his legs, connecting with the jerk, knocking him forward. He reached up, grabbed onto the dude's shirt and pulled him to the ground, smashing the asshole's face with his hand following by his elbow. Five seconds and the bastard was out cold, his body splayed on the hard wood floor of the truck beside Grayson.


  Grayson smiled up at him, his eyes sparkling with mischief. "Nice, good form. I give you an eight."


  "Eight?"


  "Yeah, had you gotten the gun away from him before he fell on the strap, a ten, but now we have to work to get the damn thing out from under his fat body."


  "Fine," Mac grumbled. "Eight, that deserved a nine at least, maybe even a nine point five."


  Grayson grabbed their captor's gun and Mac gladly let him have the weapon, knowing Grayson always had his back. Now, they had to figure out how many people waited for them outside the truck. With his nerves freaked out, Mac sidled up to the open door, hoping none of the idiots would open fire. A bullet could pierce the thin shell of the truck, no problem.


  "You good?" Grayson asked.


  "Yeah, you want to poke out first?"


  "Might as well. I got the gun. Give me a kiss, I want some of your luck."


  Mac smiled down at his best friend and chuckle a bit. They'd always been close, but working with Grayson now was as rewarding as it was nerve-wracking.


  Grayson lifted one brow, "What's so funny?"


  "Nothing. I like working with you."


  "And I like screwing you." Grayson leaned in for his kiss before edging to the opening, the gun ready. He peeked around the door then slid back. "Clear."


  Grayson looked again and climbed down, jumping to the ground and leant back against the truck, protecting his body.


  Mac jumped down next and dropped to the ground, searching for any shifting of feet at the front of the vehicle. He saw no one, no movement, nothing that looked human and determined they were alone. They circled the truck twice, finding no one else.


  "I'm disappointed," Grayson said as he leaned against the side of the truck.


  Mac ran his fingers over Grayson's chest. "Why?"


  "They only sent one guy. Seriously, they thought they could get rid of us that easily. I'm kind of insulted. One guy?" Grayson said.


  "They probably hadn't heard of us. Maybe they thought we would still be tied up. You know, we almost didn't get out of those zip strips before the truck stopped. Different story had we been still bound."


  "I don't doubt your ability to save us from certain death. You've come through so many times," Grayson said.


  "The only question remains is, where the hell are they keeping the Carpenter kids?" Mac didn't want to believe the kids were already dead. They had to be in the basement of the monastery. No other option, unless of course the bastards had killed them. Fuck, killing grown men was different from killing kids.


  "Let's go back."


  "I don't know where we are," Mac said.


  "Neither do I."


  "Come on, let's see what's in the cab."


  "Wait," Grayson grabbed onto Mac's shoulder.


  "What?"


  'The guy in the back. We need to tie him up. We can't leave him loose in the back."


  "Yeah, let's go take care of him."


  ****


  After tying the guy up and searching his pockets they closed off the back of the truck before looking through the cab for a map. Of course there wasn't one, so Mac guessed they weren't too far from where they'd come and Grayson agreed. They turned around and drove until they came to an intersection. Mac slowed to a stop, staring off into the darkness.


  "You remember the name of the towns near the place?" Grayson hated being lost. It had been years since he'd actually been lost and unable to find the place he needed to go.


  "Dolores? Nuevo Zaragoza. Those two I'm fairly certain."


  "Let's take a left. If we find a building or anything, we'll stop and ask directions."


  Thirty minutes later they were driving back past the same intersection, now on the way to Nuevo Zaragoza and Dolores. They'd run into a nice farmer, just up for the morning chores and he'd set them on the correct path. In two hours they'd be at the monastery, the sun would be up and the element of surprise lost. They needed a plan but exhaustion pulled Grayson into a muddled place where coherent thought proved too much.


  "Hey, Gray, we need to stop. I'm about to drop," Mac mumbled.


  Grayson stretched and yawned. "Sure. How much longer."


  "An hour. You've been sleeping."


  "Really? I had no idea." Grayson swiped his hand over his face. His gaze fell on Mac and warmth spread through his body.


  "Snoring up a storm."


  "Jeez, like you don't snore like a freight train."


  "You love my snoring," Mac teased.


  "Yeah, I've always slept better with you by my side," Grayson admitted.


  "Same here."


  "What took us so long?"


  Mac pulled the truck off the road, parking behind a copse of trees, making sure they were semi-safe. He hadn't answered the question and Grayson began to worry until Mac unstrapped and scooted close. "Gray, I have no idea, but one thing I do know." The slide of Mac's lips against his made Grayson vibrate with pleasure. "I'm glad we've finally connected, that's all that matters now."


  Grayson snuggled close, closing his eyes, breathing in the essence of Mac. The urge to pinch himself fired deep inside. How had he gotten so lucky? Being with Mac was beyond his wildest imaginations. He never dreamt they'd actually connect and yet here he was, his hand on Mac's broad chest, his lips only inches from the man's skin. If they'd had a condom last night, he would have experienced the one pleasure he thought he'd go to his grave without ever having.


  "Mac?"


  "Yeah babe."


  "I've wanted this– you and me together. I never thought we would."


  Mac blew out a breath and pulled Grayson into his lap. Mac held him for a moment then Grayson leaned back, tugging Mac down on top of him, lying across the bench seat. They were too tall for this to be considered comfortable, but snuggling together short term would work.


  "Fuck, I love you," Mac groaned.


  Grayson's heart stalled and his breath caught in his throat. "You do?"


  "Gray, we've known each other for years, spent days and nights together, just never like this. You're my best friend."


  He closed his eyes, tilted his head back, savoring the moment, memorizing every scent, every touch and every sound, drinking in the first time he heard those words from the one man who meant the most to him.


  "Gray, you okay?"


  "I love you, too." Grayson attacked Mac, kissing, loving, and holding his best friend, wishing they were at home, in one of their beds. The night they would have.


  Mac shimmied down Grayson's body, popping the button on his pants, dipping low, sucking him in. "Ah, yes." Grayson moaned, arching up into Mac's mouth. The moist heat enveloped him, sending tendrils of fire racing over Grayson's skin, making every inch of his body tingle with a sensitivity that shook him to the core.


  When he came, he shouted Mac's name, filling the truck with his grunts and groans. After taking three deep gulps of air he sat up and pulled Mac into his arms. "You are the best." Grayson returned the favor, enjoying the taste of his lover as he sucked him dry, loving every second they were connected.


  They hunkered down, falling asleep as the sun peeked over horizon, shedding light over the parched landscape.


  ****


  "We need a plan." Mac stared off into the distance. They'd woken about fifteen minutes ago. Both of them were starving, their bodies dirty and their moods nasty.


  "Hell, food first then a plan," Grayson grumbled.


  The guy in the back of the truck had started making noise at some point. They needed to get rid of him. Sure the dude had been willing to kill them, but Mac didn't have the heart to slit the guy's throat or put a bullet into him. Not that he had gone soft because he had guy sex, he just didn't think the idiot deserved to die.


  "Okay, let's get rid of our prisoner. We can cut the ties on his feet but leave his hands bound. Let him walk into town. We're far enough away from the monastery he won't make it back before we do."


  "Sounds good. Then we go get food."


  "Yeah babe, then we go get food," Mac jumped up and went to Grayson, pulling him into a tight hug. They melted together, holding on tight.


  Grayson sighed into his shoulder, holding him close. "Sorry, I'm so hungry. It's been too long since we had anything. I shouldn't be so wimpy about this, but I'm dogging today."


  "I know. We've been through a lot, but this is bad. Let's go."


  Usually they had MREs or something else available to eat when they were on a case. This was the first time in years they'd been stuck without any food or any way to catch fish or hunt down an animal. Worse, no water was available. The heat of the semi-arid desert would do them in today if they didn't find liquid of some type.


  "Come on, let's get moving," Mac said.


  They cut loose the dude from the back of the truck, but before they let him go completely, they twisted a length of barbed wire around the guy's leg, holding him in place and forcing him to work to get free, delaying his escape a bit.


  The monastery sat at least thirty minutes away. The desolate roads spooked Mac, leaving an unpleasant sensation winding through him. They hadn't seen a soul and no vehicles had passed them. After fifteen minutes he spied a house off in the distance. Trees sat in rows, like an orchard. He prayed the place was a fruit orchard.


  Mac stopped the truck, both of them getting out and heading towards the rows of trees. "Avocados?"


  "Looks like it. At least it's food."


  "Hope they are ripe enough."


  Grayson pulled one of the fruits from the tree and used his razor blade to cut open the skin, plucking the huge seed from the center before taking a bite of the green fruit. Mac smiled when Grayson's lips curved up, pleasure evident on his face.


  "So good. Take the other half."


  "Na, you finish that one."


  "I insist. We may not find another one this good. We share."


  Mac took the other half from his lover, biting into the soft fruit, closing his eyes as he swallowed. "Good. Wish we had something else like some chips, maybe some salsa and a beer, but this is good."


  "Mmm." Grayson tested more fruit, touching five or ten more before pulling one from the tree. He cut the avocado open, halving the fruit before handing part over to Mac. They ate in silence, devouring three more avocados before prowling closer to the house.


  The place looked deserted. He only hoped the water would be clean. Mac spied a spigot on the side of the house. "You go in first and get the water, I'll stand guard."


  "No man, you need the water as much as I do," Grayson said.


  "Babe, don't argue with me on this. Please get some water. I need you to stay alert and you're starting to slip."


  A dark cloud passed over Grayson's face. Fuck, he'd said the wrong thing. "Wait, don't get mad. You're dizzy, disoriented and you need the water. Please don't take this the wrong way."


  The darkness disappeared as Gray's body relaxed. "Sorry, I don't like being weak. It sucks."


  "I've never seen you as weak, and you needing this water isn't a sign of weakness, it's just how our bodies work."


  "I'm freaking out a bit about our being together. God, this is hard. We're best friends, and I never want to lose that. You mean the world to me. Everything. I can't– I don't want to fuck up and have you walk away."


  It was like all the air had been sucked from his lungs in one second. That Grayson even thought he would leave cut him to the core. Then again, the guy had admitted to being attracted to him for a long time. They'd shared too much to not be real.


  "Gray, I'm not leaving you. I promise we'll talk about everything. We may fight, argue and disagree, but I want you in my life."


  "I'm sorry, I'm– hell, I'm not myself. You're right, I need water."


  With that settled they drank their fill of water, both of them rejuvenated. Mac was a bit surprised no one came out of the house. They were being bold, probably stupid, but at least they were full and their thirst quenched.


  "Let's get out of here, find somewhere to plan, and go rescue those kids."


  "I think we should wait till darkness." Grayson clasped onto Mac's hand as they headed back to the truck. The heat radiated off the ground, leaving sweat trailing down their faces. "No doubt if we went into a restaurant around here together we'd be spotted."


  "Agreed," Mac had been thinking the same thing.


  "One of us needs to sneak into town, find a grocery and buy something to get us through the day."


  "No money."


  "Fuck," Grayson cursed.


  "Stealing down here would be stupid."


  "We can't wait till night to rescue those kids. We need to act now."


  Mac stopped walking, hating that Grayson was right. "More dangerous."


  "Yep, but hanging out in Mexico, me lily white, you dark as night, we don't fit in."


  "No, we don't," Mac agreed. "Fine, I'll drive. You duck down when we get close. We'll pull up behind the Abbey, get out and move with as much stealth as possible."


  "We'll head to the basement, grab the kids and get out." Grayson's face was an unreadable mask.


  "Sounds easy when you say it that way," Mac uttered.


  "Don't get shot."


  "Right back at you." They were both trying to act like this was no big deal but Mac knew different. He reached out and clasped onto Grayson's shoulders, looking him in the eye before pulling him into a tight hug. Grayson leant back enough to kiss him, drawing him into a passion filled haze that left him frantic with worry about Grayson's safety. They clung to each other like survivors of a boating accident. Neither wanted to lose the other in the storm. The kiss broke and Mac let go of a tortured sob. "Don't do anything stupid. I mean it."


  Grayson laughed, his voice catching. "I'm always doing something crazy. We'll get through this. Come on, time to go."


  They drove in silence, Grayson with his hand on Mac's leg until they drew close to the monastery. Then he ducked down, hiding from any watchers. Afternoon prayers were in session, making this the perfect time for the attack. The path to the main building remained empty as Mac and Grayson raced forward. Lucky for them their clothes were still in the same room. Mac grabbed his lock pick kit, Grayson his gun. They gathered their money and IDs, knowing they wouldn't return to this room, the first place they'd really acknowledged their desire for each other.


  Before Mac opened the door, Grayson placed his hand on Mac's arm, his body pressed up against Mac's.


  "I'll never forget this room or what we did here."


  Mac touched his lips to Grayson's. "Gray, neither will I. When we get home, I want you to move in with me."


  Grayson's breath hitched and his eyes went wide. Mac smiled, glad he had the ability to shock the guy.


  "What, don't tell me you didn't see this coming. You had to have known."


  Grayson pressed in closer. "Wished for, hoped for, fantasized about, hell yes, but I never let myself get far enough to thinking we would be a reality."


  "Babe, I love you. We've known each other for too many years not to jump on this. You're my best friend and partner, now let's make it real. Move in with me, be my life partner."


  Grayson gave him a quick hug, his eyes bright and his face pink. Grayson switched gears in a second, his expression turning hard. He opened the door, his gun drawn and his gaze on the hall. They were clear and Grayson waved him on. They moved quickly, making little noise. The door opened fast since Mac had already worked the mechanism before. At the bottom of the stairs they encountered no one. They rushed to the door the other monks had gone into. They broke in using Mac's pick set.


  When the door pushed open, an empty room was revealed. "Shit, where are those kids?"


  They tried the other rooms, disappointed to find every one of them empty. They needed to give up, change tactics. The monks would be done with afternoon prayers, getting ready to do their chores.


  "Think, think, think. Come on Mac, where the fuck are these kids?" Mac hated this. They'd come back, sure the kids were here but they found no sign the kids had even been held here. He couldn't leave the kids out here all alone. Grayson had told the parents they would find them and they would.


  "Fuck, I was sure the kids were here, especially after they knocked us out and tried to kill us."


  "Who do you think those men were?" Grayson asked.


  "Not priest or monks or what ever you want to call them."


  "We need to go speak to the abbot." Grayson marched up the stairs, his back stiff as he opened the door, checking the hall for movement. They made their way through the monastery, ignoring everyone they came in contact with. Which, with the monks overlooking them wasn't too hard since they naturally kept to their own business. When they approached the office, Grayson didn't hesitate. He swung open the door and rushed in. Abbot Benton yelped as shock filled his face.


  "Who were those men?"


  The abbot spurted and stuttered, his hands going to his face then back to his sides over and over again.


  "Benton, tell me, what happened to the Carpenter kids? And who the hell were those men?" Mac yelled.


  The abbot shut his mouth and straightened up. He looked off to the side, his jaw flexing as he ground his teeth. For a moment Mac thought the man wouldn't speak.


  "Yes, they are bad men. We have no choice but you are worse. Having sex, together here in this place of worship."


  Mac wanted to smack the guy, he wanted to punish him for comparing attempted murder to gay sex, but he didn't. Rage pumped through him. He held back, forcing the wrath away.


  "They are drug dealers. The Carpenters cheated them out of some money. The kids were taken as... collateral," the abbot said.


  Grayson stepped forward, his eyes wide, his shoulders shaking. "They're kids. How dare you use them? What do you think is going to happen to them? How fucked up do you think they are going to be?"


  "The children are no longer my worry. They're gone. Taken," Benton said.


  Gray roared and raised his fists, ready to strike the abbot. Mac reached out, holding Grayson back. "Where?"


  "They took off about an hour ago. They have a house at a farm, an orchard not too far away where they run the drugs. I don't know where it is. They provide money to us. It feeds the poor." Benton stood indignantly


  "Fuck." Giving up wasn't an option for Mac. The kids didn't deserve this and Benton wasn't any help. How could the guy stand there and not take responsibility for his actions? The old man was useless. He'd bent, allowing the thugs to rule in this area, and now the system was broken. "If any harm comes to those two kids, I'll make sure you suffer."


  Mac stormed out, stopping by his and Grayson's room to pick up the rest of their things and change. They washed up quickly and stopped by the kitchen to grab food and water. Their lives just got harder, and here he thought they would be heading back to the States by now with two kids in tow.


  "Mac," Grayson grabbed his arm before they slid into the car they'd driven down in.


  The exhaustion, stress and pain of the last twenty-four slithered away. "Gray, you're my rock. You know that? You keep me going."


  "Let me drive. You're running on fumes. You're wound up tighter than a two-dollar watch."


  Mac laughed, "You fucking little redneck. Here's the keys. Drive, let me think."


  ****


  Grayson took the wheel, glad to see Mac close his eyes and start snoring about ten minutes after they pulled away from the monastery. He headed to town, not having any other idea where they should go. Both of them needed to sleep, they needed more food and he personally wanted to fuck until he couldn't think any more and then tumble into sleep in Mac's arms.


  Sure they'd almost been killed, but nothing bad had really happened since they'd gotten together. Grayson chuckled to himself. This mission had been a total clusterfuck, but they were still alive. He could be tossed into a dungeon, as long as he knew Mac loved him and still lived.


  Hearing Mac say those words to him, experiencing his touch, making love with him had finally allowed Grayson to fill in the empty spaces of his life, making his cracked, and ugly existence into a beautiful portrait.


  They pulled into town as the sun dipped below the dark hills to the west. They'd find food at the bar in this little village, eating tacos or whatever they served. He'd get Mac a beer, but only one. They were on a case, and they never drank more than one when working. He parked and turned off the engine, staring at Mac, getting lost in the gentle slope of his nose, the dark lashes on ebony skin, knowing the eyes behind those dark lids were lit with a fire that consumed him. The soft curve of his lips enticed him too much to bear, so Grayson leaned forward, softly kissing Mac, loving the puff of Mac's breath on his cheek and the freedom he had to finally touch, kiss, and love this man.


  Mac jerked awake, his eyes wide and fearful then softening when he saw Grayson up close. He stretched and swiped a big paw over his face. "Time?"


  "Close to eight."


  "Where?"


  "Zaragoza. There's a bar. We're going to eat, have a beer, then come out here to sleep."


  "I knew there was a reason I loved you."


  "And that would be?"


  "Everything." Mac wrapped him close, pulling Grayson against his chest and kissing Grayson until there were no coherent thoughts in his head.


  They ate their fill of bar food, drank two beers, but no water from the dive, relying on the bottles of water they'd taken from the monastery. When Mac's head started to nod and the patrons began to look dicey, Grayson kicked Mac's foot and tilted his head for them to leave.


  The night had cooled off, the darkness almost absolute in the small town with few streetlights and few homes. Arm in arm, they stepped away from the pool of light cast from the bar. Mac stiffen seconds before the hair on the back of his neck prickled.


  "Gray," Mac whispered.


  "I know." Grayson slid his hand into his pocket, clasping onto the knife he'd grabbed before going into the restaurant.


  "On three?"


  "Not yet." Grayson pushed Mac into an alley and up against the side of a dingy adobe building. He leaned in, letting his lips slide over Mac's neck before speaking. "How many?"


  Mac's body shifted a bit. "Three guys."


  "Plan?"


  "They're past the alley; they'll circle back around."


  Gray stiffened, "My knife is ready."


  "I've got my gun. You take anyone who shows up over your left shoulder, I'll go for the ones to your right."


  The alley erupted in a mass of shouts, pandemonium and pain. Lucky for Grayson, he received none of the pain. When the last of their attackers hit the ground, he looked next to him, expecting to find Mac, but no one stood beside him. Grayson's eyes dipped to the cracked street and the life whooshed out of him.


  "Mac, talk to me."


  "I'm good. Just a scrape. Help me get to the car."


  He pulled his buddy to standing, hating every grimace, every groan of pain the big guy let out. He couldn't determine the damage yet, but the nearest hospital sat over twenty minutes away in Jiménez.


  Grayson opened the back door of the car, shoved Mac in and grabbed a bottle of water out of the trunk. He raced over to where his lover lay, searching for the blood.


  "Where?"


  "Calf," Mac groaned


  "Damn, they had bad aim."


  "Tell me about it."


  Grayson pulled up Mac's pant leg, hating the pain they'd caused Mac. A gash, about an inch in length and a half-inch wide but not too deep sat on the outside edge of his muscle. The blood flowed freely.


  "You'll live. We'll have to get it looked at, but I can do some makeshift bandaging. It'll hurt like a bitch, but you've had worse."


  "Fucking ass shot me. I should go back there and kill him."


  Grayson worked on the wound, cleaning the spot with water and wrapping a clean shirt around the muscle, praying his efforts would be enough till they made it to Jiménez.


  "Go back there and get the information," Mac pleaded through gritted teeth.


  Grayson shook his head. "No way I'm leaving you."


  "The information, we have to find those kids. I'm good."


  He glanced up at Mac, seeing the determination in his eyes, knowing he needed to leave his friend but not liking that decision one bit. "You sure?" Grayson asked.


  "I'll fucking live but those kids won't."


  Grayson stood and looked off into the inky night. He had to try. Mac wasn't going to bleed out. He might be sore and on a round of antibiotics for a while, but he wouldn't die if Grayson took twenty minutes to question the jerks.


  With his mind made up, Grayson held out his hand. "Give me your gun."


  Grayson marched over to the alley where the bad stuff had gone down, sneaking a look before committing. Two of the thugs had gotten up and fled. A moment of panic raced through him. What about Mac? But he pushed the fear away; secure that Mac could take care of himself.


  The one man left on the ground got a tap to the face with Grayson's toe, jostling him awake. Grayson slipped into Spanish, questioning the thug. Turns out the kids were being kept in a farmhouse not too far away. The guy described the cutoff from the highway, the house, gave directions and even divulged how many people were watching them and where the sentries were on the property. A bit much as far as information went, but Grayson had his ways to get people to talk. He might look harmless, but the truth of his past always shocked others when they found out, causing them to steer clear of his path. He rarely shared the truth; even Mac didn't know everything, every twisting detail that would someday come out, but not yet. He wouldn't disclose the truth yet.


  Mac was fine when he got back to the car, a bit colorless, even for a big black dude, but he seemed good, well as good as a shooting victim could be. Grayson filled him in and they took off, driving out of town and into the night, searching for the house where the Carpenter kids were being kept.


  "I'm good, you know," Mac mumbled.


  "Relax, we're not there yet, but when we arrive I'm going to need you to do that thing you do."


  "Really, thought you wanted to keep that private."


  Grayson grunted, his face heating and his dick taking notice. "Not that thing. Damn, you know how to push my buttons."


  Mac snorted. "I do like to push."


  "Fuck, man. I'm going to have to stop this car if you don't shut up."


  Mac laughed, the sound filling Grayson with relief. After they grabbed the kids, they'd head into the city and see a doctor. These assholes wouldn't like being bested by two Americans, much less gay Americans, but they had to stop for medical help. No way around it.


  Grayson shut down the lights, and rolled slowly down the gravel road. He'd have to walk into the situation alone. Thankfully, Mac had passed out about five minutes ago.


  The small sliver of moon gave off enough light for him not to see anything too clearly. He checked his gun, grabbed an extra clip of ammo and screwed the illegal silencer onto the end of his gun. This operation had fucked up written all over it. Backing down wasn't an option though.


  Grayson made his way to the first sentry, recognizing him as one of the men who had been at the monastery the other day. Before the guy yelled for help, he dropped him with one bullet to the head. "Sorry," he whispered then headed to the second post, realizing he too had been in the bunch who'd almost killed Mac. This time his anger flared and he didn't say sorry as the guy dropped to the ground, blood spilling out of his head. In the house were the two kids and two more men guarding the place, easy enough to take them out.


  His heart fluttered and his skin grew moist with sweat. He closed his eyes for a moment, repeating over and over in his head, I'm not a bad person. The mocking words of his psyche threatened to explode, exposing him for the fraud he knew himself to be. Mac would be disgusted with him. But worrying about him now wouldn't rescue the kids and it wouldn't get Mac treatment.


  The house lay in silence, the backdoor open. He snuck in, knocking out the first guy he came to. He could live; he hadn't been at the monastery. Grayson searched the back rooms, finding them empty. He made his way to the front of the house, cautiously approaching every doorway, his breath shallow as he crept through the place.


  The sound of snoring echoed down a short hall. He burst forward, locating the guy before the jerk noticed a stranger prowling around the rooms. Grayson lifted his gun, his anger flashed hot, but he couldn't kill the dude. Instead, he bashed him over the head, making sure he stayed out for a while. He tied up both men he'd left alive and then the search for the kids started. He checked every room again, though he'd checked them once already. He'd almost given up when he realized he'd missed one closet.


  Relief filled him when he opened the door, revealing the two children. They were in their teens, both blond and fair skinned. They sported bruises, the boy taking the brunt of their captor's anger. Grayson roused them before he started untying their hands. The kids were shocked, but when he spoke English and told them he was there to help, tears filled their eyes. Before he had all of their bindings free they were grasping for each other, hugging tight and crying into each other's necks.


  Grayson let them have their moment, checking the bindings holding each of the men he'd let live.


  They needed to clear out before anyone else showed up. Spiriting the kids out of the country wasn't going to be smooth. The locals were in debt to this drug gang, and he only hoped they could find a good doctor who would protect them. The entire state of Chihuahua couldn't be in bed with the drug lord. Mac couldn't wait the seven-hour drive back to the United States to see a doctor. He needed attention now.


  After reassuring the kids, Grayson led them to the car where Mac was still passed out. Twenty minutes later they were pulling into the hospital parking lot. Mac woke, pain evident on his face.


  "Where?" Mac looked around disoriented.


  "The kids are fine. Tyler and Cassidy, meet Mac." Grayson couldn't help but smile as Mac spun in his seat, shock and anger mixing on his face.


  "You could have gotten hurt," he accused.


  "I'm fine. Come on, time to get you some medicine. Tyler, Cassidy, you both need to stick with me. Don't say a word. You understand. We'll get you back to the border, I don't want the locals to have any idea who you are or why you're here."


  "Got it." They said in unison, their hands still locked together as they sent each other nervous glances.


  The hospital visit took longer than Grayson wanted, but they were back on the road, the car pointed north before the cool morning air had burned away to the heat of the afternoon. By the time they reached the border they had nothing left in them. The US Consulate took custody of the kids, calling their parents to inform them they'd been rescued.


  Grayson sat on a couch in one of the back rooms of the consulate. Mac shuffled in, his eyes dull from the pain meds he'd taken, the limp pronounced. He dropped down beside Grayson, his big paw landing on Grayson's leg.


  "Babe, I owe you more than I've ever owed anyone in my life." Mac snuggled in close, kissing Grayson's hair.


  "I love you and no matter what, that's never going to change."


  "Gray, you could never do anything to make me stop loving you. Nothing is going to change. I'm yours forever."


  Grayson held the chill at bay focusing on his mantra I'm not a bad person, instead of the swirling mass of guilt and condemnation threatening to overwhelm him. "Forever, Mac, forever," Grayson whispered before he leaned in and kissed Mac, holding him tight as their tongues danced together. Eventually he would tell Mac everything, just not yet.


  THE END
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  A rugged, muscular man provocatively holds one arm up beside his head as he looks down at you. His other arm is across his chest, and in his hand is a gun. The words I am my beloved's are tattooed across his forearm. He looks sexy and dangerous.
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  ROSES IN THE DEVIL'S GARDEN


  by Charlie Cochet


  CHAPTER 1


  "This story has no moral, this story has no end, this story only goes to show, that there ain't no good in men…"


  Why wasn't he surprised the dance floor was flooded by couples shaking a leg to a tune about murder? It said a hell of a lot of about the times they were living in. More than he cared to admit. It was ironic, really. All this trouble to cleanse the country of its depravity and heathen ways, and instead, the line between law-abiding respectability and delinquency had become blurred to the point of near extinction. Nowadays, even granny was making a mint from the nice young boys running a Gin mill from her basement— something which would've been a step up from this joint.


  This particular saloon was an old house converted into a sanctum of illicit activity, where everything from bootlegged liquor to prostitution was not only available, but encouraged. There were thousands of joints like it throughout the city, and for every one that closed down, three more popped up. In basements, flower shops, bakeries. No place was sacred, not churches, or funeral parlors, the latter being the worst of them.


  The limited amount of space around them was occupied by a makeshift stage, overcrowded dance floor, and a chipped wooden bar that stretched from one end of the room to the other. Shoved out of the way into darkened corners and gaps, were little square tables dressed in white tablecloths— a poor attempt to add some class.


  Plenty of well-to-do society folks had come out slumming, dancing the Charleston and the Bunny Hug in fancy beads and frilly feathers. The dames in their Louise Brooks bobs and rouged knees drank nearly as much as their beaus, who in their bright colored shirts and silly bowties were no doubt bursting to share their scandalous exploits with their less-adventurous fellows at the office, come Monday morning.


  If they only knew.


  On stage, the pansies and lady-lovers danced, hugged, and kissed. They mingled and teased the crowd in a way that only years ago would've had them all thrown in a wagon and carted off to the hoosegow. If they even made it that far.


  America had become the devil's den, and New York City its garden. Most of the time, Agent Harlan Mackay didn't know what to make of it.


  "Why do I let you talk me into these things?" He peered down at the questionable looking liquid in his glass with a deep frown. Granted, it had been a long time since he'd had whiskey of any discernible value, but he was pretty certain it wasn't supposed to be the unsettling yellow-green concoction before him. Casting a glance over at his partner— Agent Nathan Reilly, his frown deepened. Nathan appeared too amused for his own good.


  "Because you love my sense of adventure," Nathan replied with a cocky, lopsided grin. He enjoyed his job far too much, in Harlan's opinion.


  "Is that what we're calling it?" Harlan grumbled, bracing himself as he took a sip of a drink that set him back as much as a week's worth of dinners at the automat. "Dammit." He coughed and sputtered, dribbling a good portion of the stuff on his vest.


  Nathan didn't bother holding back his laughter. "That good, eh?"


  "Tastes like piss water," Harlan grunted, slamming the glass on the table and swatting it away from him in case the fumes alone did him harm.


  "That's probably because it is," Nathan said with a grin before tossing back the contents of his own glass and shuddering. "Jesus, Joseph, and Mary Pickford's momma, that'll put some hair on your chest." The pained look on his face brought a chuckle from Harlan.


  Putting the empty glass on the table, Nathan blinked a few times, shuddered again, and called the waiter over to order another. Harlan just shook his head. Well, he could hardly let Nathan one up him, so he tossed back the remaining liquid in his glass.


  "So how'd you hear about this one?" he wheezed.


  "Arty down at Union Square," Nathan replied, his head tilting to one side as he watched the spectacle on stage. Harlan followed his gaze and upon further inspection, noticed the fella sporting a pencil-thin mustache and tuxedo was a dame, and the beautiful blond in the flowing, lavender gown twirling a parasol was a fella.


  "The blind guy who's always sitting around George Washington?" Harlan's gaze remained on the stage where the dame was singing Sweet Lady to the rosy cheeked boy.


  "He wasn't always blind."


  That captured Harlan's attention and he shot an accusing look at the empty glass on the table. "You mean…"


  Nathan nodded somberly. "It wasn't piss water, I can tell you that much."


  "Son-of-a bitch." It was no secret that Harlan didn't give a damn about temperance. That's not why he was here. It was about the innocent folks who were paying the price set by a bunch of high-society bastards sitting atop their high horses. Meanwhile, good, hardworking men like Arty were dropping dead, going blind, or being left brutally debilitated by those looking to make it rich. Uncle Sam had picked up his Bible for the cause, but not before carving inside the pages to leave room for his bottle of whiskey. Sometimes Harlan wondered if Nathan was right. Maybe this was one war they'd never win, especially when most of their own men were no better than the hoods they put behind bars.


  He'd been so lost in thought; he hadn't even realized they had company until Nathan smacked him in the arm and snickered. Harlan's gaze traveled up a deep blue suit, noting the slender curves and the purple rose tucked in the front breast pocket. There was a lighter blue shirt and lavender tie. Above that, pouty lips and even further up, the biggest, brightest blue eyes he had ever seen. It was the southern belle who'd been up on stage only moments ago, except he'd traded in his dress for a three-piece suit. Harlan opened his mouth and when nothing came out; the kid dropped himself down onto Harlan's lap and threw an arm around his neck.


  "Hey, Daddy. How's about wetting my whistle with a little giggle water?" The kid's fingers caressed the stubble on Harlan's jaw before they trailed down to his chest. Instinctively, Harlan put his hand over his pocket watch just in case. He cast a sideways glance at Nathan, who looked about ready to burst into a fit of laughter. Damn him.


  "You know, alcohol's illegal," Harlan told the young man matter-of-factly. That earned him a pleasant laugh and a slap to the chest that nearly knocked the wind out of him. This had to be a first. Not many folks had the grit to get this forward with him, not even the boldest of ossified flappers.


  "You slay me," the blond giggled, before biting down on his full bottom lip. It was well rehearsed, but no less seductive. He was young, but not overly. Early twenties maybe, with the kind of brightness in his eyes that said he was far too smart to be in a dive like this, which meant only one thing. The kid was a worker.


  "Listen, um…"


  "Julius," the young man purred. "Wanna dance, handsome? You can bring your meat. The more the merrier." He turned his attention to Nathan, where he gave him the up and down, approval evident in his gaze. "I don't usually go for petting parties, but I'd be happy to make an exception for you fellas."


  Harlan arched an eyebrow at that. "I beg your pardon?"


  Julius leaned in and smiled knowingly, his voice low. Not that it was necessary with the brassy Jazz number the small orchestra was spewing out. There was also plenty of petting going on around them. No one was going to pay them any mind. They would soon enough, but not for the young man sitting on Harlan's lap.


  "Don't worry, handsome. Your secret's safe with me."


  Harlan's eyes narrowed and he caught the hand that was making its way down to his stomach. "Alright, that's enough of that." Julius looked both surprised and tickled. He turned his smile on Nathan who damn it all, had yet to say a single word.


  "So it's like that?" Julius asked Nathan.


  Finally, his so-called partner spoke up, a goofy grin on his face. "Yeah, it's like that."


  Julius nodded and Harlan couldn't help but notice how the brightness in the young man's eyes dimmed a little. "Guess I should stick to the Parisian. Fewer husbands there."


  Grabbing his shoulder, Harlan pulled the kid close and whispered in his ear. "Get out."


  With an endearingly puzzled look, Julius looked from Harlan to Nathan and back. "I wasn't razzing you, if that's what you think."


  "No. I mean you gotta go. Now." Harlan took the kid's hand and slipped it inside his suit jacket.


  "What are you—" The smile fell off Julius' face as soon as his fingers slid over the cold steel. He swallowed hard. "Prohis?"


  Harlan nodded.


  "Can I take my friends? There's only the two, I swear. They're good fellas," he pleaded, genuine fear in his big blue eyes. It was no secret how these things usually went. Finesse was hardly a requirement in joining the good fight. Neither was honesty, a clean record, a reasonable temperament or a dozen other virtues.


  "You've got ten minutes," Harlan warned.


  Julius nodded and quickly slid off his lap. He started to turn then hesitated. Turning back, he gave Harlan's cheek a quick kiss before hurrying off.


  "That was real sweet, Harley."


  "Dry up," Harlan grumbled. When he saw the tender expression on Nathan's face, the heat shot all the way up his neck and into his face. Embarrassed, he suddenly didn't know what to do with his hands, so he just fiddled with his tie. "Ain't nothin'. You know what Mel and the rest of his bad eggs would do if they got their hands on Julius and his friends."


  Nathan's expression sobered up considerably. "Yeah, I know."


  There was movement by the cloakroom and Harlan was relieved to see Julius with two other good looking young men hurriedly putting on their overcoats as they headed for the door. Julius paused, looked through the crowd, and caught Harlan's gaze. With a small smile, he gave Harlan a curt nod and ushered his friends out. There was no guarantee that Julius wouldn't find himself in trouble again, especially working a place like the Parisian, but at least Harlan had managed to keep him safe this one time. It was all he could hope for these days.


  "Ready to go to work?" Nathan asked, interrupting his thoughts.


  That drew a wicked grin from him. "Aren't I always?"


  They stood and made their way through the unsuspecting crowd to the cloakroom. Once they had their overcoats and hats on, they stood in front of the saloon's only exit. Harlan removed his handgun from inside his suit jacket, followed by a black leather wallet. With Nathan ready at his side, Harlan aimed his semi-automatic at the ceiling and fired a round. The blast echoed through the room like an explosion, bringing the music to a halt along with everything else.


  He held up his badge and shouted across the room, "Prohibition Unit! This is a raid!"


  And then all hell broke loose.


  CHAPTER 2


  Nathan ducked as another fist flew right for his head.


  When he came back up, he could no longer hold back his laughter. Poor Harlan was struggling with two hot-blooded flappers, both of whom were taking a poke at him from under each of his arms where he had them pinned, and every time one of them moved, a feathered headpiece would whack him in the face. Being the bigger— and meaner looking, of the two, meant Harlan always suffered the brunt of people's aggravated state, and boy oh boy, no one got more aggravated than the dames. At least when a mug tried to sock you, you could happily return the favor, but with the dames, well, all you could do was keep your nose from colliding with their fists.


  After Harlan had fired his signal, a flood of agents inundated the joint like a tidal wave. Outside, the wagons had their rears to the exit with their doors wide open and welcoming. Two full wagons had driven off, leaving another three. Sure, some folks would get away, but not the one he had his eye on. Nope, Shifty— the saloon's owner had a wagon reserved especially for him.


  Delivering a blow to the mug with the lousy right hook, Nathan made straight for the bar where Shifty was feverishly stuffing money from the cash register into his pockets. Spotting the chair less than a foot away from his target, Nathan said a quick prayer that the cheap piece of furniture would hold his weight and ran straight for it. Luckily it did, and he used it to give him the extra boost he needed to jump onto the bar's counter and snatch a fistful of Shifty's collar. With a fierce jerk, he dragged the weasel up and looked him in the eye.


  "You've poisoned your last patron, you greasy little bastard."


  For weeks, Nathan had been after this low-life, following up on tip-offs that had led to nothing but empty houses, all hooch having been cleared out days before. He'd started to suspect that someone at headquarters was helping Shifty out, and even wondered if he'd ever get his hands on the guy.


  Shifty Regal was a lousy two-bit hood responsible for the purchase and distribution of poisoned liquor from the black market, poison which then ended up in the glasses of unsuspecting citizens. Despite that, Shifty was small fish, but he swam in a big pond— Christopher Masin's pond.


  "I ain't poisoned no one!" Shifty spat out, taking a swing at Nathan, who'd been expecting as much. He caught the man's fist, gave it a brutal twist, and ignoring the satisfying yelp, used his free hand to smack Shifty's face into the hard wood counter, bloodying his nose. Cuffing the bastard, he paused long enough to whisper in his ear.


  "Your lies are as rotten as you are. We're gonna have a chat soon, and you're gonna tell me everything there is to know about Christopher Masin,"


  Just as the words left his mouth, Harlan shouted out a warning.


  "Nate! Get down!"


  Without hesitation, Nathan rolled off the bar, hitting the floor with a painful thud. A shotgun blast tore through the air seconds behind him, followed by another gunshot. When he looked up, there was a thug on the floor in a pool of his own blood, a shotgun at his side. Scrambling to his feet, Nathan was relieved to see Shifty still alive. The last thing he needed was to lose his golden goose.


  "Are you okay?" Harlan asked worriedly, giving him a once over.


  "Yeah, I'm fine," Nathan muttered, dusting off his suit. God only knew what was on that floor. It was probably in his best interest he not find out. "What kind of goddamn idiot fires at an agent in a room swarmed with agents?"


  "I think you answered your own question," Harlan replied, taking a look around them. There were fewer people left, but that didn't mean they weren't putting up a good fight, a fight their fellow agents were more than happy to give back. At least Mel and his hay-for-brains partner hadn't joined the party, which meant people ended up walking out rather than carried out on gurneys.


  "Harley, we gotta get him someplace safe before they try to take him off our hands, permanently."


  Shifty gave a snort. Or at least made a noise as close to a snort as possible with a bloodied nose. "If you think I'm gonna say anythin', you're dumber than you look, Prohi. I ain't no rat."


  Sometimes it was just too easy. Nathan turned to Harlan with a big grin. "Hear that, pal? He just called you dumb."


  "Did he now?" Harlan grabbed Shifty with one hand and pulled him off the bar, dangling the boney thug several inches from the ground. Nathan would never admit it, but he thoroughly enjoyed seeing Harlan do things like that. He'd yet to see a thug who didn't reconsider his position after coming face to face with his partner's six and half feet, two hundred and twenty pound, muscular frame. Not even Dempsey would last two rounds against Harlan Mackay. It sent a little shiver up Nathan's spine, one he disguised quite expertly by leaning against the bar with his arms folded over his chest. He watched Shifty squirm under Harlan's penetrating gaze.


  "Did you just call me dumb?"


  "That's a load of baloney," Shifty laughed nervously. "Me? Call you dumb? Nah, I wouldn't do that." He twisted, wriggled, and went positively nowhere. It was like watching a kitten dangling from its scruff, except that in no way was it adorable. In fact, Shifty was so far removed from adorable that Nathan was struck with the sudden urge to take a bath.


  Harlan's eyes narrowed. "So you were calling my partner dumb?"


  "Come on, Pal. You tryin' to put the curse on me? I talk and my next residence will be at the bottom of the Hudson."


  "I hear there's been a real boom in the market down there lately," Nathan pitched in cheerfully.


  Harlan put his thumb on Shifty's nose and gave it a light push, just enough to make the guy wince. "Maybe I'll save you the hassle of relocating."


  "You wouldn't do that." Even as Shifty said the words, his gaze jumped to Nathan. "He wouldn't do that, right? You wouldn't let' im."


  "I'll get back to you on that." Nathan gave Shifty a hearty pat on the back and disappeared behind the bar to find the telephone. As far as their seedy little friend was concerned, Nathan and Harlan were as bad as the rest of them. It was a hell of a thing to be a part of an organization whose name was synonymous with corruption, but at times like these, Nathan knew exactly how to put that reputation to good use. All they had to do was let Shifty stew on the many ways he might be meeting his demise at their hands, and by the end of the week— if not sooner, Shifty Regal would be ready to squeal on his own mother. If that didn't work, Nathan was certain Harlan could come up with a few ways to persuade Shifty to converse. In the meantime, they had to get him somewhere to do all that stewing, and there was only one place where he knew that was possible: the sixth precinct.


  Their friend over on the Detective Squad would make certain Shifty lived to tell the tale. There were still some good eggs left in this town, even if it seemed like the numbers were dropping by the day. In his opinion, the city had been better off letting the flatfoots ignore Prohibition rather than getting them involved. Now there was double the trouble, and double the dirty cops.


  Once Nathan had spoken to Detective John Flynn, it didn't take long before the man himself, accompanied by half a dozen of his own boys showed up to take Shifty off their hands. Apparently, Nathan and Harlan weren't the only ones who knew how important Shifty was.


  Over the years, Christopher Masin was known for having bought and sold millions of dollars' worth of bootlegged liquor in New York City alone, not to mention the business he conducted with crime syndicates in Chicago, Philadelphia, and Jersey. It didn't end with liquor, though. The guy owned brothels, trafficked prostitutes, and word on the street was that he was dealing in heroin.


  Wherever Christopher Masin went, death followed, and it didn't matter who got caught up in the middle. Prostitutes, innocent bystanders, even kids. Nathan was determined to get the bastard, one way or another. He didn't care if Masin ended up behind bars or six feet under, as long as he was good and gone. Pushing his bleak thoughts aside, he thanked John and watched as they led Shifty away.


  "Hungry?"


  Nathan turned to Harlan and shrugged. "You know me. I can always eat. But not the automat. I'm in the mood for a nice steak." They stepped outside into the breezy early October night— Nathan's favorite time of year, when all that yellow, orange, and red set the city ablaze with color.


  "Childs?"


  "Yeah, why the hell not." It would set him back some, but he needed a little cheering up after dealing with a hood like Shifty, and nothing did that better than a belly full of good food. Harlan bumped into him a little as they walked, and Nathan held back a smile. Well, maybe there was something else, but that would have to wait.


  They left the cleanup to the flatfoots and headed off toward Broadway. It was one of those nights where the moon was tucked away somewhere, and the soft glow of the lamp posts was barely enough to keep the streets from sinking into complete darkness. From here, Nathan could just about make out the Paramount sign, which meant they'd soon be mingling with the late weekend crowd on their way to any number of saloons, speakeasies, and nightclubs, where the booze would undoubtedly flow aplenty. Supply and demand they called it. Nathan called it something else.


  "How do you think Julius knew?" Harlan asked thoughtfully.


  "Knew what? That you wouldn't knock him into next Tuesday?" He knew exactly what Harlan meant, but where was the fun in that? It wasn't often that his intimidating partner let his softer side show. Hell, Nathan was only one of the few who knew the guy had one.


  "No. About, you know…" Harlan trailed off, his gaze everywhere but on Nathan.


  "No, I don't know," Nathan insisted quite innocently.


  With a discreet glance around to make sure no one was within earshot, Harlan leaned into Nathan, and whispered hoarsely. "About us, you pill."


  "Oh, that. Well, that's easy."


  The most charming, panicked expression crossed Harlan's face and Nathan couldn't help himself. He grabbed Harlan's arm and dragged him into a narrow, blackened alley between two houses. Before his partner could get a word out, Nathan pushed him up against the wall and crushed their mouths together in a searing kiss. That was all it took for his lover to melt in his arms. Harlan's lips parted and he gave himself over to Nathan just as he always did. At least until Harlan's desire got the better of him and he took over. Not that Nathan minded.


  Harlan pulled back, his hazel eyes looking puzzled and lost, just as they had the first time Nathan had kissed him behind Unit 303's warehouse in Verneuil. Nathan had never expected to make it out of France, and at the time, he hadn't much cared if he did. That was until he'd met Harlan Mackay, a twenty-three-year-old kid from Michigan who barely said a word, but with eyes as expressive as that, didn't have to. When his nose wasn't stuck in some kind of vehicle's engine, it was in a book, which was what had caught Nathan's attention in the first place. There was something about seeing a mug as hardboiled as Harlan enthralled by the adventures of Sherlock Holmes that got Nathan all hot and bothered.


  "That's how Julius knew," Nathan murmured, giving Harlan's jaw a nip with his teeth.


  "What?" Harlan asked breathlessly.


  Nathan chuckled and nuzzled his face against Harlan's neck for the briefest moment, just enough to breathe in a lungful of that intoxicating scent. He loved the way Harlan smelled, that mixture of soap and musk that was only his lover's. "The way you look at me sometimes that little bit longer than you should. Most folks wouldn't notice, and if they did, they'd just take it for camaraderie. But fellas like Julius, they notice, and they know it for what it is."


  Harlan's mouth twisted into a frown. "Swell."


  "Don't worry, tough guy. The kid ain't gonna squeal. Not after what you did for him tonight. Besides, if some mug ever got wise, you really think he's gonna have the hutzpah to come up to you and tell you he thinks you're queer?" That got him a deep rumble of a chuckle, the kind that went straight to Nathan's groin. His gaze went to Harlan's lips and he licked his own. "Say, uh, how about we eat in tonight?"


  "Yeah?" Harlan's brows shot up. It wasn't often that Nathan passed up on a good meal. "But I thought you wanted steak?"


  "You know there's only one thing I love more than steak," Nathan said in a husky voice before taking Harlan's earlobe between his teeth.


  "And what's that?" Harlan asked, his voice barely above a whisper.


  "You fucking me."


  Harlan's eyes widened and he promptly moved Nathan to one side. "I'll call us a taxi," he said and quickly made off for the street. Nathan followed with a smile he could barely contain. It did something to him to know that after six years, Harlan was still dizzy over him.


  The taxi ride seemed to take far too long, and as soon as the car pulled up to the curve, Nathan shot out like it was on fire. He ran up the four concrete steps leading up to the small porch, pulled out his keys, unlocked the door and by the time he was inside, had his overcoat and hat on the coat rack. One hand pulled at his tie, while the other pulled off his shoes.


  Harlan had barely shut the front door when Nathan pounced on him. Clothes were tugged, torn, and flung in all directions, ending up everywhere from the couch, to the gramophone and all over the floor on the way to the bedroom. The back of Harlan's knees hit the edge of the mattress and he fell back with barely a moment to catch his breath before Nathan was crawling over him and reclaiming his mouth.


  Sometimes Nathan got all balled up inside for no reason at all, and when that happened, nothing would feel right again until he had Harlan inside of him. It was an unhealthy form of therapy, sure, but Harlan never complained, and somehow Nathan suspected his lover understood.


  Nathan kissed his way down Harlan's jaw, loving the feel of that prickly stubble that always started to grow from mid-afternoon. Beneath him, Harlan groaned and arched his back, his breath quickening as Nathan's hands caressed, touched, and squeezed all that hard, perfectly defined muscle that Nathan couldn't get enough of. He loved that he didn't have to hold himself back with Harlan. Sometimes he could get a little rough, but that just seemed to get Harlan even hotter under the collar.


  Harlan's arm came up over his head and Nathan took hold of his wrist, turning it so he could get a better look at his lover's forearm. He never tired of seeing the neatly scripted black letters tattooed onto Harlan's tanned skin from his elbow down to his wrist. It wasn't the only tattoo Harlan had, but it was by far the one that meant the most.


  "I still can't believe you did it," Nathan said quietly, running his fingers lovingly over the words: I am my beloved's.


  "It's just as true now as when I had it done, which considering how long ago it was, should have had you convinced by now." The amusement and affection in Harlan's voice was unmistakable. Nathan released Harlan's arm and kissed him again. Their need for each other was no less than it had been minutes ago, but it had softened into something else. Each kiss was savored, each tender caress noted. Nathan rarely had the patience for taking things slow. He liked it fast and hard, but there were occasions when he gave into his goofy side and let Harlan make love to him.


  Harlan rolled them over, his heavy weight comforting and safe. He let Harlan kiss him, let him stroke him, let his fingers enter him and send the most delicious currents racing through his body. He shut his eyes as Harlan disappeared for the briefest amount of time to get lubricant from the nightstand. It wasn't long until he had Harlan inside him and they had started a steady rhythm.


  Harlan thrust tenderly and carefully, his lips always on some part of Nathan. There was nothing in the air but the sounds of their breathing and the little noises that only Harlan was capable of drawing out of him. Nathan had his legs around Harlan's waist, his fingers digging into his lover's back as everything else faded away, leaving nothing but the dizzying feel of skin against skin and the taste of Harlan on his tongue.


  He took himself in hand, his pace quickening to match Harlan's thrusts. With a snap of Harlan's hips, Nathan surrendered to his release, and within seconds, Harlan followed, collapsing onto him. They held each other, the night air soon cooling their heated bodies. Nathan tapped Harlan on the shoulder not long after, the signal for his much heavier lover to roll off him.


  Getting up, he went to the bathroom and made quick work of cleaning himself up before turning on the gramophone and climbing into bed. Harlan was on his side fighting to stay awake as he waited for Nathan, and as soon as Nathan was under the covers beside him, Harlan pulled him into his arms.


  Hours went by while Nathan stared up at the ceiling listening to the soft lyrics of William Frawley's ballad, My Melancholy Baby, when Harlan gave a start beside him. It was rare for Harlan to have nightmares after they had sex. There was no doubt in Nathan's mind it was due to seeing that hood aiming to plug Nathan's back at Shifty's saloon that had Harlan in a fit tonight.


  Carefully, he climbed out of bed and crossed his arms over his chest to fight off the chill in the night air. "Harley," Nathan whispered hoarsely. "Wake up. Come on, fella. Wake up for me." He continued to gently call out Harlan's name from the side of the bed, his heart breaking as it always did when he had to stand idly by, waiting for Harlan to wake himself. Physical contact was out of the question. Most of the time, Harlan woke up swinging and it took him a few minutes to orientate himself. After Nathan had tried to wake him up once and Harlan had ended up choking him to the point of near unconsciousness, they had agreed it was best to do it this way.


  A few excruciating minutes later, Harlan bolted upright with a gasp, his hands out in front of him in an attempt to keep whatever it was that he'd been struggling with at bay. He blinked a few times, his chest rising and falling rapidly as his pulse slowly began to steady. His brow was beaded with sweat and he shook his head a little before looking around the room. When he saw Nathan, he stared at him with uncertainty.


  "Nate?"


  "Yeah, it's me."


  "Are you…"


  "I'm alive," Nathan replied softly, remembering how close he had once been to not being so. He climbed back into bed and let Harlan pull him into his arms again, only this time he squeezed Nathan tight in order to convince himself that Nathan was in fact there.


  "Thank God," Harlan breathed. He pulled back and kissed Nathan's lips, then his brow. Exhaustion quickly took over and he laid his head on the pillow. "I'm sorry I woke you up again," he said quietly, his eyes drifting shut even as he spoke.


  Nathan merely told him gently to go back to sleep, which he knew Harlan would do quite peacefully now. Harlan didn't need to know that Nathan had been awake for hours, or that he would do his best to remain so for as long as his body would hold out in an attempt to keep the nightmares at bay. Harlan didn't need to know that his dreams were so terrifying, his body seized up, leaving him unable to move or even make so much as a sound. How they were so bad, when he woke, he did so silently, merely opening his eyes. Then he would see Harlan breathing beside him, and feel relieved that he was no longer in the hell he'd just experienced.


  His nightmares were always followed by an overwhelming need to feel and touch the man who kept him whole, and he'd carefully nudge himself as close to Harlan as he could. He'd hold him and bury his face against Harlan's chest, fighting back his tears. Sometimes he'd lose the battle, but regardless of how bad it was, he refused to wake Harlan up and add to his troubles, or guilt. They all carried enough of that as it was.


  Nathan's exhaustion soon won out. He surrendered and held onto Harlan, telling himself whatever happened, when he woke, Harlan would be there, and all would be right with the world.


  CHAPTER 3


  "What do you mean 'it's taken care of'?"


  Harlan cringed and took a sudden interest in the desk's blotter, feeling absolutely certain that Nathan's voice could be heard on the other side of the building. It didn't help that the man on the receiving end of his partner's wrath was their Supervisor. Not that such an exchange was uncommon between the two.


  Supervisor Dench had made it clear on more than one occasion that his tolerance for Nathan's arrogance and complete disregard for rank was solely due to the State Director and the speech the governor had given the previous year where he'd declared them, "… a beacon of light in the fog of corruption, complacency, and cowardice. A shining example of what the Bureau of Prohibition could be if we had more men like Agent Nathan Reilly and Agent Harlan Mackay of the southern district. Those boys fought for our country, and now they fight for our city. God bless them."


  To this day, Harlan didn't know what they could have done to receive such an honor, except maybe do their jobs. They'd been offered more bribes than he could remember, and each one had been met with not only a rejection, but an arrest. One saloon owner had even offered them twenty-five thousand dollars once to keep their agents away. Harlan had taken the man's outstretched hand, smiled, and cuffed him. Some things were more important than money, and that something was now turning red in the face and gripping their Supervisor's desk so hard; Harlan wouldn't be surprised if a chunk snapped off.


  "I meant exactly what I said," Dench replied calmly. He leaned back in his chair and folded his arms over his growing gut. "I've already sent someone to interrogate Regal. He's there now."


  "Who did you send?" Nathan demanded.


  "New boy. Just transferred from Chicago. Got one hell of a reputation. Personally, we could use some new talent around here."


  "Regal is mine," Nathan all but spat out as he jabbed a thumb at his own chest. "I got the tip-off, I set up the raid, I brought him in, and I should be the one interrogating the bastard. It's not bad enough you send some other mug without discussing it with me first, but some asshole from Chicago?"


  Dench jumped out of his chair— which only went to show how much of a lather he was in. The only time the guy made that kind of movement was when someone informed him they were down to the last donut. He slammed his beefy palm on the desk, his jowls turning a purplish-red, and his eyes narrowed at Nathan. "Now you listen to me you arrogant little shit. I don't give a damn if the governor thinks the sun rises and sets out of your ass, this is my unit and I'll run it as I see fit." He turned to Harlan, who braced himself. "Get him the fuck out of my office before I suspend him! Again!"


  With a small nod, Harlan took Nathan's arm only to have his partner jerk it away from him and storm out, expelling enough curses to make a sailor blush. In the interest of public safety, Harlan quickly followed. Quickly, and quietly. He knew better than to say anything at this point. He rather liked having his head attached to his body.


  "That no good son-of-a-bitch. He's on the take, I just know it," Nathan growled, heading straight for Harlan's Buick Roadster. Chasing Nathan and running around the passenger side, Harlan threw himself between his partner and the door just as Nathan reached for the handle. "What the hell's the matter with you? Get out of the way."


  Harlan shook his head. "Every time you're in a lather, you slam the door."


  "So? It's a car, Harley. It ain't gonna fall apart because you get rough with it."


  "Yeah, I know, but she's a new car, Nate. Please."


  "Fine," Nathan snapped, crossing his arms over his chest and waiting for Harlan to move, which he did, though somewhat hesitantly.


  Harlan got into the driver's side and watched Nathan from the corner of his eye. He held back a sigh as Nathan made a great big show of gently climbing in and closing the door. Then he patted the dashboard and talked to it in soothing tones. "There now, is that all right? Yes? Good. Now maybe daddy will stop being such a goddamn pansy and drive us to the Sixth."


  "You know…" Harlan began then decided it was best he shut his mouth. He started the car and headed for West 10th street. They were silent during the whole ride and Harlan wondered what the hell he could be thinking, bringing Nathan to the station. If his partner ended up taking a poke at the new guy, Harlan was going to get an earful, because apparently he wasn't just Nathan's partner, but his nanny. Any trouble Nathan got himself into always left Harlan holding the bag.


  Parking behind the station, Harlan had barely turned off the ignition when Nathan jumped out of the car and slammed the door.


  "Goddammit!" Taking a deep, calming breath, Harlan thundered in after his partner. He was about to give his two cents when Detective Flynn came sprinting toward them.


  John was a few years older than Harlan and just as big. He was also a good man, and a good friend. Harlan and Nathan had met him at an apartment party before they'd joined the Prohibition Unit five years ago. He'd never forget the sight of John leaning over the roof's ledge staring down into the abyss with intent in his eyes. He had just been a flatfoot then, a rookie whose life had started on a downward spiral when the voice in his head telling him he was queer could no longer be stifled. John attended the party in the hopes that he might be able to make more sense of things if he met other fellas like him. He ended up more confused than ever. Harlan had looked at Nathan, and Nathan had silently agreed. They'd pulled John away from the ledge, and hadn't let go of him since.


  "Thank God you fellas are here. I was about to telephone you." John looked over at Nathan and shook his head. "You need to get a hold of your man before he ends up putting Regal in the morgue."


  That got Nathan springing to action. "Where is he?"


  John motioned for them to follow and they hurried through the station out back to the tiny interrogation rooms, where in the very last room, a tall blond in snazzy gray slacks and vest, with sleeves rolled up to the elbows was beating the tar out of Shifty without so much as breaking a sweat.


  "I want to know when!" The man pulled back a fist only to have Nathan jump in and seize it. There was no hesitation on the Chicago agent's part, and he spun around, taking a swing at Nathan.


  If Harlan hadn't seen Nathan duck with his own eyes, he would have thought the man's fist had made contact, judging by the way Nathan reeled back, his eyes wide with shock. To Harlan's bewilderment, the new guy looked just as stunned as Nathan.


  Snapping himself out of it, the Chicago agent grabbed a stupefied Nathan by the arm and hauled him out of the room. As if things weren't odd enough, Nathan dazedly followed without muttering so much as a word. Whatever the hell was going on, Harlan wasn't about to let Nathan out of his sight. His partner was pulled into the empty interrogation room next door, and when Harlan made to follow, a hand went up to stop him.


  "This is private," the blond declared firmly.


  "Like hell it is." Harlan straightened to his full height, looming over the six foot agent. "Wherever he goes, I go. Just try and stop me." He met intense pale green eyes and didn't blink. No mug was going to put one over on him, especially no tough guy from Chicago.


  "Suit yourself."


  Once the door was closed behind them, the guy turned to Nathan and spoke as if Harlan wasn't even there.


  "I didn't want you to find out this way." His voice was surprisingly quiet, getting Harlan's undivided attention. He looked to be about Nathan's age, maybe a year or two older. Definitely late twenties. His suit was tailored and his white shirt looked silk. His light blue tie certainly was. The kid had dough, or at least liked to pretend he did.


  "I can't believe it. You're alive."


  Nathan's soft spoken words hit Harlan like brick to the gut, and the world around him darkened a shade or two. Harlan swallowed hard, unable to believe it. "Danny Brogan?"


  Danny's gaze shifted from Nathan to Harlan for the first time since they'd walked into the room, and a questioning smile came onto his too handsome face. He held his hand out to Harlan and nodded. "That's me. And you are…?"


  "Agent Harlan Mackay. Nathan's partner," Harlan said, shaking the man's hands and doing his best to summon a friendly smile. "Nathan told me about you fellas, that you grew up together." He held Danny's gaze and a look of awareness flashed across those sharp green eyes. That's right, you bastard, I know everything.


  "Right." Danny gave a nod and Harlan noticed he stood a little taller. "Nice to meet you, Harlan." He turned his attention back to Nathan, his expression softening once more. "I'm sorry I didn't tell you sooner. I was in a bad way for a long time and I didn't want to drag you into it. I tried to write you so many times, but then days turned into weeks, weeks into months, then years…" Danny sniffed and shoved his hands in his pockets. "I figured you'd moved on with your life, and I worried you might not want me to be a part of it."


  "Why the hell would you think that?" Nathan asked, disbelief still in his eyes. "You were my best friend, Danny." Amongst other things.


  Nathan didn't say the words, but they were there, hanging over Harlan's head like a piano dangling from a piece of twine, and all he could do was stand there, feeling out of breath. His heart dropped to his stomach when Nathan threw his arms around Danny and hugged him. "I can't believe it. After all these years."


  "I'm sorry." Danny returned Nathan's embrace, holding him far longer than he should. His gaze fell on Harlan, and something in his expression must have said more than he'd intended because Danny released Nathan and took a step back. "Uh, maybe we can talk about it over lunch? Regal's expended his hospitality for the time being and I should probably let you know what I've managed to get out of him."


  Nathan looked from Danny to Harlan and back. "You mind if Harley tags along?"


  Swell. This day was just getting better and better. Harlan didn't bother waiting for Danny to reply. "It's fine. You two go on ahead. I've got things to do."


  "On the level?" To Nathan's credit, he was genuinely concerned with Harlan's opinion on the matter, so Harlan did his best not to appear fazed by this whole surreal encounter, even if his insides were twisting in all kinds of ways.


  "On the level."


  He told Danny it was nice to meet him and got the hell out of there before the cracks started to show. With a quick goodbye to John, and a promise to telephone later, Harlan made for his car. A nice drive with the Roadster's top down, the wind in his hair, and the means to push aside all the silly ideas forming in his head was just what he needed.


  So what if Danny was back in Nathan's life? That didn't mean the two were going to pick up where they left off. The two might have history, but Harlan trusted Nathan. What's more, Nathan knew Harlan trusted him. Sure, it didn't help that Danny Brogan had the smooth, debonair looks of a motion picture star and the confidence to go with it. Danny obviously meant a great deal to Nathan, so Harlan would just have to make the best of it. Who knew, maybe he and Danny could even become friends.


  "And maybe pigs will sprout wings and Dench will become a vegetarian," he muttered to himself. What a nifty way to start the week.


  ***


  "I'll be damned. Nathan Reilly, homeowner."


  "Well, it is my home, but Harley actually owns it." Nathan took a seat on the blue patterned couch across from the brick fireplace. He felt a little awkward discussing his and Harlan's relationship with Danny. There had been a time when they'd shared everything, but that seemed like a lifetime ago, even if Danny did look just as he had the last time Nathan had seen him. No matter how close they had been once, things were different now. They were different.


  Danny took a seat on the couch beside him, and bumped his head lightly against Nathan's like he used to do when they were kids. "Yeah, I heard your meat's got some pretty good bank."


  Nathan shrugged. He was hardly about to discuss Harlan's finances. "It's not something I've asked him about. I just know his parents were old money and he was an only child. They passed away when the Influenza hit. He was pretty broken up about it. They were good folks." Unlike Nathan's boozehound parents, but he wasn't about to get into that either. Besides, Danny knew full well what Nathan's home-life had been like, considering how many times he had ended up on Danny's doorstep sporting bruises or a bloodied nose.


  "So how far did you run when he asked you to shack up with him?" Danny asked with a knowing grin.


  Glad for the distraction, Nathan shook his head and chuckled at the memory. "I got as far as the end of the block before he caught up with me. It took him half an hour just to walk me back here and another forty-five minutes to get me through the door. I think he thought if he could get me inside, I wouldn't be able to escape. He caught me climbing out the window twice."


  Danny laughed and Nathan couldn't help his dopey grin. He still couldn't believe Danny was here, in the flesh. For a moment, sitting together with him, it was like they were kids again. Old memories started to come back like a trickling stream, particularly of the times when Nathan had been at his most troubled, and Danny had been there, holding his hand every step of the way.


  "You have no idea how much I missed you," Nathan said, remembering how alone he had felt after Danny had disappeared without a word, how broken he'd been.


  When Nathan had been recruited to the M.T.C, Danny had promised to follow, unwilling to let anyone or anything come between them, not even a war. Somehow, Danny had ended up part of the 33rd Infantry Division getting shipped off to Hamel in Northern France to fight alongside the Australians. Nathan had been devastated, but not nearly as devastated as when Danny's letters stopped arriving. It had been downhill from there, until he'd met Harlan.


  "You really missed me?" Danny asked, sounding surprised.


  Nathan jumped to his feet and threw his hands up in frustration. "What do you mean, 'did I really miss you'? For crying out loud, Danny, you just vanished without a trace! You don't know how long I spent trying to find you, or what I went through when I didn't."


  "It wasn't my intention to get shot and end up in some godforsaken hospital for months on end. I was fighting for my life, Nate, and after I recovered physically, I was still a goddamn mess in here." Danny tapped the side of his head and with a resigned sigh, stood and pulled Nathan into his arms. "You have to know I never wanted be away from you." He ran a soothing hand up and down Nathan's back as he held him close. "Why do you think I came back to New York, huh?"


  Nathan pulled away and met Danny's gaze. "You came because of me? I don't know what to say."


  "Say you forgive me and you'll let me make up for lost time." Danny took Nathan's hand in his, bringing Nathan's pulse to flutter. It was strange, having his old life with Danny occupying the same space as his new life with Harlan. There was so much he wanted to discuss with Danny. Like where he had gone after he'd recovered, and why he had chosen Chicago. When had he joined the Treasury Department and the Prohibition Unit, and why had he waited until now to come back to New York? "Nate, please."


  With a small nod, Nathan figured that forgiving Danny was at least a start. "I forgive you." Even if he hadn't wanted to forgive Danny, he knew he wouldn't be able to keep himself from doing so. "I'm happy you're here."


  "I'm relieved to hear you say that, Nate. The moment I saw you, I just wanted to—"


  It was only when Nathan heard himself gasp that he realized Danny was kissing him, and it threw him completely for a loop. Suddenly, he was fourteen again, lying with Danny under the big oak tree, hidden from the world by a thicket of bushes.


  Nathan's breath quickened as Danny's hand slid under his now un-tucked shirt. A shudder of anticipation and dread swept through him. What if they got caught by Danny's little brother again and someone actually believed him this time? Nathan had already been warned by his momma. She said if he mentioned that he liked boys and not girls one more time he'd be sent away. But Nathan didn't want to be sent away, and he didn't want to like girls. He liked Danny and the way Danny made him feel.


  "Where's the bedroom?" Danny asked, his breath unsteady as he unfastened Nathan's pants.


  Nathan scrunched his nose. Danny had stolen a kiss once when they'd sat listening to the gramophone in the living room while his momma baked in the kitchen, but that was as far as they'd dared to go inside the house.


  "We'll get in trouble," Nathan whispered.


  Danny let out a husky laugh. "We're not fourteen anymore, Nate. Your momma ain't around no more. Remember?"


  "Wait, what?" This wasn't right. Jesus, what the hell was he doing?


  In an attempt to put some distance between him and Danny, Nathan took a quick step back, unaware of how close he'd been to the couch. He fell back onto the cushions and Danny wasted no time in straddling him and bringing their lips together again. Everything became a whirlwind of sensation and color, none of which made any sense and all of it incredibly unsettling.


  "You don't know how many nights I spent thinking about you fucking me," Danny murmured against Nathan's lips.


  "Danny, wait." He made to grab Danny's wrist when his old lover's free hand slipped into his underwear. "Oh, God, Danny—"


  "It's okay, Nate. Just remember how good it felt. Do you remember?"


  "What the fuck is this?"


  Nathan froze, his heart slamming in his chest at the sight of Harlan standing in the doorway across the room, a host of emotions playing on his face, everything from disbelief to anger. In the end, anger won out.


  "Harley." Nathan buttoned up his pants and Danny thankfully had the good sense to get off him, not that it did him any good. For a guy Harlan's size, he moved damned quick. He had a fistful of Danny's shirt and was dragging him across the room before Nathan had even gotten to his feet. "Harley, wait!" Nathan took off after them. He didn't know how the hell he was going to fix this; he just knew he had to.


  "Get the fuck out," Harlan growled and all but tossed Danny down the front steps and onto the pavement, where he hit the concrete path hard, accompanied by a string of curses.


  Nathan ran out the door and down the steps to help Danny to his feet. "Jesus, Harley. Was that really necessary?" When he received no reply, he looked up and his heart all but stopped. The expression on Harlan's face was one Nathan had never witnessed from his lover before, and the gravity of the situation struck him like a jolt of electricity. He ran to catch Harlan before he could disappear into the house. The moment he touched Harlan's arm, his back was slammed into the wall.


  "You too."


  "What?" A lump formed in his throat at the anger and pain in Harlan's eyes. "Harley, please, let me explain." One minute his lover's hand was around his neck, the next minute the barrel of a revolver had joined it.


  "Get out of my sight, or I swear the next thing you'll be kissing is the bullet that comes out of my gun."


  Nathan had never seen Harlan like this. There was no telling what he would do if Nathan pushed him enough. When he spoke, he did his best to sound calm. "It wasn't what it looked like."


  "Really?" Harlan spat out. "So he didn't have his tongue down your throat and his hand on your dick. Is that what you're telling me?"


  "Please, let's talk about this."


  With an icy glare, Harlan released him and went inside, the door slamming so hard it rattled the windows. Digging into his pockets, Nathan cursed under his breath. His keys were inside the house. That didn't stop him from pounding on the door. "Harley, open the door!"


  A hand landed on his shoulder and Nathan flinched. "Come on, Nate. There's no point trying to talk to him when he's in a lather like that. He'll just end up plugging you."


  "I have to talk to him. I have to get him to understand that it's not what he thinks." He let his head fall against the door, trying to plan his next move. Maybe he should just sit out here until Harlan calmed down. Danny was right about one thing. Trying to talk to Harlan now would only make matters worse for the both of them.


  "Why don't we go for a drink and talk about this."


  Nathan turned his head and peered at Danny. "You're not being serious, are you?"


  "Are you saying you're dry? Jesus, you really do love him." At Nathan's warning glare, Danny threw his hands up in surrender. "I wasn't razzing you, I just…" He seemed to think about something before letting out a resigned sigh. "I've made a mess of things, haven't I?"


  Something in his eyes must have said so, because Danny gave him a nod and walked off.


  This day couldn't get any worse. Then again, knowing his luck, it just might.


  CHAPTER 4


  The last two hours were a blur.


  Harlan had spent the whole time pacing the living room, fighting the urge to drive his fist into the wall, or better yet, Danny Brogan's face. His mind wouldn't stop replaying what he'd walked in on, and he tried telling himself over and over that Nathan hadn't betrayed him. That all it had been was an innocent kiss that had escalated out of Nathan's control.


  His heart, on the other hand, was chastising him for putting so much of himself, of his trust, of his emotional and psychological wellbeing into one man, a man who until recently hadn't been able to function in any kind of relationship. What the hell had made him think that Nathan could change? It was a miracle the guy had stuck around as long as he had.


  Well, he sure as well wasn't going to get any answers like this. The more he paced, the more he felt like he was losing his mind. He needed to get out for a while. Despite the fact that he knew Nathan wasn't out on the porch waiting for him, when he'd put on his overcoat and hat, and stepped outside, he still found himself feeling disappointed. Jesus, what a sap he was. He got into his car and drove, all the while telling himself he had no idea where he was going.


  What a load of bunk.


  Parking his car, he thanked the burly doorman for opening the gold-edged door for him and stepped inside the foyer, arguing with himself on whether or not to check in his overcoat and hat. If he did, he knew what would happen. At least he thought he did. Did he want that to happen? If he didn't, then why the hell was he here?


  From beyond the cloakroom, he could see the ballroom with its tropical theme, palm trees, and colorful flowers aplenty. The Jazz was loud, fast, and thumping. Folks everywhere were togged to the bricks, enjoying champagne and what was most assuredly not piss water. No sir, nothing but the Real McCoy at the Parisian. It was probably even Irish or Scottish. Everything here was high class, from the clientele to the workers. He twisted his hat in his hands and stepped a little closer to the ballroom to look around.


  "Looking for someone, handsome?"


  Harlan turned at the familiar voice and smiled, ignoring the fact that his stomach was in knots. "I think I just found him."


  "You're not here to spoil my fun, are you?" Julius teased. He was all dolled up, looking incredibly eye pleasing in a royal blue, pinstriped suit. Harlan didn't know what it was about Julius that caught his interest. Sure, the kid was pretty, but he wasn't the sort of fellow Harlan had ever found himself interested in. He tended to get goofy over the kind that laughed at stupid jokes, clung to him in the middle of the night as if he were the only thing keeping the guy from falling, and had a slightly above average aversion to uncleanliness.


  "No, I'm not here on business," he said somewhat gruffly, pushing those thoughts out of his mind.


  "Oh, good." Julius discreetly looked around, and Harlan had a pretty good idea who he was searching for.


  "He's not here," Harlan muttered, feeling angry with himself for getting all balled up just thinking about what had lead him here in the first place.


  Julius' expression softened. "I see."


  "I remembered you mentioning this joint, and I…" He rubbed his hands over his face and let out a frustrated grunt. "I don't know what the hell I'm doing here. I'm sorry." He started to walk away when Julius grabbed his arm.


  "Wait, I don't even know your name."


  "It's Harlan. Harlan Mackay."


  "Well, Harlan," Julius said with a sexy smile, "let's blouse. This joint was putting me to sleep anyhow."


  "Okay." Ignoring the little voice in his head that was telling him to make tracks, he stayed and waited for Julius to collect his coat and hat. Then they left the overcrowded nightclub and got into his car. It wasn't far to Julius' apartment, one he shared with the two friends who had been with him at Shifty's. Lucky for him, they were out for the night. It didn't take long before Harlan found himself on the couch, with Julius sitting astride his lap, kissing him passionately. He returned Julius' kisses and allowed the young man's hands to roam. Finally, he couldn't keep the voice in his head from speaking out.


  "Wait." He gently pushed Julius away, holding him out at arm's length. No matter how angry he was with Nathan, he just couldn't go through with it. Julius sat back, his chest rising and falling rapidly, blond hair falling roguishly over his brow, and his full lips swollen. It made Harlan feel all the more like a heel. The kid obviously had a crush on him, and not because there was potential money to be made. The kid wasn't as good at hiding his feelings as he thought he was.


  "Why are you here, Harlan? What happened?"


  Taking a deep, calming breath, Harlan told Julius everything, more than he'd ever confided in anyone who wasn't Nathan. He didn't know anything about Julius, had no reason to trust him or think the kid would even care. There was just something about him, something that had Harlan telling him about his time in France, about when he'd met Nathan, and everything that had quickly followed, including what had happened earlier tonight. It was more than he'd ever talked in his life. Once he'd said all he had to say, he sat quietly, watching Julius who was in turn, watching him.


  "How do you know he would have gone through with it?" Julius asked curiously.


  "You don't know how balled up Nathan was after Danny disappeared. How could he not be tempted?"


  "Harlan, you were tempted." Julius gave a little smile and traced a finger down Harlan's jaw. "You still are, and that's okay. What you feel for Nathan, the respect you have for him and what you two share was enough to bring you to your senses. How do you know he wouldn't have done the same? You said it yourself. Nathan has never stayed in one place for long. He had trouble being faithful, and even Danny couldn't keep him from feeling restless. And then you came along."


  "He sure as hell didn't look like he was about to come to his senses," Harlan muttered. "He still has feelings for Danny. I know he does."


  "Of course he has feelings for Danny. You never forget your first squeeze. Add that to the fact that when you met Nathan, he was grieving for Danny's loss. Suddenly after all those years of believing the man was dead, he reappears. That doesn't mean he's suddenly stopped loving you. He just needs some time. There's a lot for him to come to terms with." He put his hand to Harlan's cheek, and smiled tenderly. "Danny is Nathan's past, you're his present, and if you make the right choice, his future. You need to listen to him. Give him the chance to explain how he's feeling. He needs you, Harlan."


  "Nate?" Harlan scoffed at that. "Nathan Reilly doesn't need anyone."


  "Appearances can be deceiving, believe me." Julius slid off his lap and sat beside him. "Do you honestly believe he came away from that place unscathed? No matter what he says or how much he pretends, I get the feeling he puts on a brave front for your sake. All this time, you've believed that you need him more than he needs you. I think you're mistaken."


  Harlan had never even considered the possibility. Nathan was so strong willed, always exuding nothing but confidence and cockiness. It was like he always knew exactly what to do and how to do it. If he ever felt vulnerable, he sure as hell never showed it. He'd always just assumed Nathan was the kind of guy who never felt down in the dumps. Admittedly, maybe he could have been more attentive to Nathan. Maybe the signs had been there, but Harlan had never bothered to pick up on them.


  "You know I'm right, Harlan."


  "Your voice has changed," Harlan murmured.


  Julius cocked his head to one side, puzzled. "I beg your pardon?"


  "Your voice. You're actually very well-spoken. Why the big show?" Harlan asked, wondering what a right guy like Julius was doing trying to take wealthy men for their money.


  Julius smiled sadly and got to his feet. "You're a very smart man, Harlan. Don't give up on him. Very few of us have what you have. At the risk of sounding off the cob, as they say, he's worth fighting for."


  Knowing Julius had said as much as he was going to, Harlan stood and collected his things. He turned to Julius and pulled him into his arms. "Thank you. If you ever need anything, anything at all, you come find me." He gave Julius their address and popped his hat on his head.


  "And you know where to find me," Julius said, giving his lips a quick kiss before sending him on his way.


  When he got out onto the street, the rain was pouring down. Pulling his hat down low and his coat collar up, he walked swiftly to his car. On the drive home, he wondered what he was going to say to Nathan. He was calm now, but he knew the moment he saw Nathan, that would no longer be the case.


  Parking outside the house, he took a deep breath. Maybe all his fretting was for nothing. Maybe Nathan wasn't home. Maybe he'd decided that he belonged with Danny. With a frustrated grunt, he got out and headed for the front steps, a different emotion entirely washing over him at the sight of Nathan sitting on the top step under the porch wearing nothing but his black pants and undershirt. Not only was Nathan missing his shoes and a whole lot of other clothing, he was also soaked to the bone and shivering.


  "You look like a drowned rat," Harlan grumbled, unable to think of what else to say.


  Nathan's head snapped up and his bottom lip trembled a little. Seeming to get a hold of himself, he simply nodded.


  "What the hell happened to you?"


  "I got mugged by a bunch of brunos. The bastards took everything except my undershirt and pants. They probably would have taken those too if some coppers hadn't shown up."


  Jesus, how long had Nathan been sitting out here in the cold, waiting for Harlan? "Why didn't you go inside the house? Have you lost your goddamn mind?" He stalked up to Nathan and hauled him to his feet.


  "Possibly," Nathan muttered, his teeth now chattering.


  "Un-fucking-believable," Harlan growled, holding onto him with one hand and fishing for his keys with the other. Once he managed to get them out, he jammed them into the lock, turned the key and shoved Nathan inside. "This has to be the dumbest thing you've ever done." Nathan knew Harlan had lost his family to Influenza, and here he was sitting out in the cold, drenched, and welcoming any number of life-threatening illnesses with open arms. "Get your clothes off, right now." He didn't bother waiting around to see if Nathan was listening. Instead, he went into the bathroom and got a hot bath running. When he got back, Nathan had done as asked, and stood in the hall completely naked, shivering from head to toe.


  Harlan led him into the bathroom and ignored the surprised look on Nathan's face as he started getting undressed. "Stop standing there like a rube and get in the damn tub."


  With a small nod, Nathan carefully climbed in and scooted up, leaving room for Harlan to climb in behind him. The clawed bathtub was big, but with the both of them in it, there was little room for movement. He took the washcloth from the small rack and used it to poor some water over Nathan's shoulders and head.


  "Harley—"


  "Shut up. I didn't say I was ready to talk to you yet."


  Nathan went quiet for a few seconds before speaking up again. "Can I ask one question?"


  "One," Harlan muttered.


  "Is it over?"


  It would be better in the long run wouldn't it? They both had so much buried deep inside, things that their relationship managed to keep that way. What if by doing what they did, they were just hurting each other even more? Was being together really making them whole, or was it just an illusion, hiding the reality of their irreparable damage?


  He took a deep breath and released it slowly before answering. "No."


  Nathan said nothing. He started to take the cloth from Harlan to take over the task, but Harlan just pulled him back against him.


  "I'll take care of it," he said quietly, determined to do just that.


  CHAPTER 5


  Nathan lay wide awake in bed as he did every other night, his back pressed against Harlan's chest. Despite the closeness, it felt as though there was a canyon-sized gap between them.


  "I can feel how angry you are, so why are you bothering with all this," he asked, truly baffled. From the moment he'd stepped out of the bath, Harlan had taken care of everything, just as he'd said. He'd bathed Nathan, washed his hair, dried him, brought him to bed, and now lay down with him under the covers, holding him tight. He was also still mad as hell. It was coming off him in waves.


  "Because I don't want you to get sick," Harlan replied. "You know what I went through with my parents. Next time, use your head. For crying out loud, Nate, you're smarter than that."


  Nathan turned in Harlan's arms to face him, ignoring his lover's grunt of protest. "Look at me, Harley."


  Reluctantly, Harlan did. "Now what," he snapped.


  "Now, you stop being such an ass," Nathan said with a scowl. "Yes, I care about Danny. Yes, he kissed me and I didn't respond quickly enough. I was confused, and don't you dare roll your eyes at me." Harlan pursed his lips but said nothing. "You know how it was between me and him, so yes, I was confused. Here I was, seeing him again for the first time in years after having thought he was dead, and I told him I missed him, which I had. He must have misunderstood, because the next minute, he was kissing me. You know I've changed— you better damn well know that, but he doesn't." He put his hand to Harlan's cheek and sighed. "You're the best thing that's ever happened to me. We've been to hell and back together, Harley. You think I'd just throw all that away for a tumble in the sack? You don't really think that little of me, do you?"


  Harlan closed his eyes and for the longest moment, Nathan was afraid of what might come next. He knew Harlan well, knew how unforgiving and stubborn he could be if he got a certain notion into his head. Harlan wasn't the type to put up with nonsense. If he had to cut all ties with someone, he would, and he sure as hell wouldn't lose sleep over it. Would it be that easy for him with Nathan? No, he knew it wouldn't. When Harlan finally opened his eyes and spoke, his voice was low, grave, and his words were not at all what Nathan had been expecting.


  "I don't like mugs touching what's mine." Harlan was very serious, judging by his expression, and Nathan didn't know what to say to that. He opened his mouth to speak, only to have Harlan put his fingers to Nathan's lips.


  "These are mine. No one kisses them but me."


  Nathan's heart did a little flip and he nodded, touched by Harlan's conviction. Then he was touched by something else, bringing him to jump with a start. Harlan cupped him, his voice changing to a low growl.


  "These are mine. No one puts their hands on your dick but me."


  Nathan nodded again, feeling himself growing hard even as Harlan moved his hand. His eyes fluttered closed and he arched his back, feeling Harlan's fingers slip between his cheeks. A finger pressed sharply into his entrance and Nathan let out a surprised cry.


  "This is mine. No one fucks you but me. You got that?"


  "Yes," Nathan replied, feeling breathless. "I understand." He whispered the words over and over as he crushed his lips to Harlan's. His lover wasn't the most eloquent, but he knew how to get his point across loud and clear.


  Harlan's lips were almost bruising on Nathan's. There was biting, sucking, and pain in the most glorious way. There was no love-making, no gentleness from Harlan's part. He was claiming what he believed was rightfully his. He was leaving his mark and making sure Nathan wouldn't forget again. It sent a shiver through Nathan's whole body, had him painfully hard and scraping his fingernails down Harlan's chest. All his senses were filled with nothing but the scent, taste, and feel of Harlan.


  With one arm around Nathan's waist, Harlan flipped him over and pulled him to his knees, his head pushed down into the pillow. There was that momentary absence then he felt Harlan behind him, felt the temporary cold slickness of the lubricant, and then a sharp pain that had him crying out, his insides on fire, and tears in his eyes. Harlan paused and Nathan shook his head, his voice breaking when he spoke, but he demanded nonetheless.


  "No, don't stop. Please. Please." They both needed this, he knew it, and as Harlan snapped his hips, Nathan knew his lover did, too. He closed his fists around the sheets, shut his eyes tight and gritted his teeth, the tears falling of their own accord as Harlan fucked him so hard, Nathan had to throw a hand out against the heavy oak headboard to keep it from banging against the wall, and keep himself from going through it. Harlan folded over him, his chest pressed to Nathan's back, and his hand gripping Nathan's shoulder to hold him in place. He continued to snap his hips, each thrust harder and deeper than the last until Nathan was unable to keep himself from crying out any longer with each one. At one point, Harlan kissed his cheek, and Nathan smiled, his emotions bubbling up inside him and threatening to overflow. They'd done it hard and heavy plenty of times, but this was nothing like those times. This was need, fear, and punishment, mixed with desire, desperation, and hope.


  Harlan's pace quickened and Nathan braced himself as Harlan threw his hand over Nathan's and laced their fingers together. He thrust one last time, crying out as his release slammed into him. He pushed deeper into Nathan, expelling the last of himself inside Nathan before collapsing onto him. Unable to hold Harlan's weight, Nathan slowly lowered himself onto his belly and just lay there while they attempted to catch their breaths. He winced as Harlan carefully pulled out of him with a low hiss. He flopped over onto his back and Nathan watched him as he stared up at the ceiling, his heavy panting steadily decreasing. His brows drew together and he rolled toward Nathan, fear and worry in his hazel eyes.


  "Did I hurt you too badly?" he asked Nathan, looking truly concerned about what the response may be.


  "Not as much as I hurt you," Nathan replied, smiling at the pout that appeared on Harlan's face. He reached out and ran his thumb over Harlan's bottom lip and smiled. "Nothing I couldn't handle. I like it when you get all caveman on me. Let's just not make a habit of it, okay?"


  Harlan nodded and ran his fingers through Nathan's damp hair.


  "There's something else that belongs to you that you forgot to mention," Nathan said, forcing himself to roll into his side. Every muscle in his body shouted in protest and he could only image how sore he was going to feel in the morning. Taking Harlan's hand, he placed it over his heart. "This belongs to you, too, Harley. I love you."


  Harlan's expression softened, and then he cringed. "I ran into Julius tonight."


  "Not the response I was hoping for," Nathan muttered. He narrowed his eyes and read between the lines. "You went to find him?"


  "I'm sorry. I didn't know what to do with myself. I couldn't stay here or I'd have gone off my nut. So I went for a drive, and ended up at the Parisian. We went back to his apartment."


  "And then what?" Nathan asked. He'd bet his bottom dollar that Harlan hadn't had sex with Julius, and seeing as how Nathan had been the one to do him wrong in the first place, he decided he would only make Harlan sweat just a little.


  "We did some petting, nothing more," Harlan replied quickly, his hand going up in promise.


  "That's all?"


  Harlan gave him a quick nod. "I swear, Nate. I couldn't go through with it, no matter how mad I was at you. So, we just ended up talking."


  "What about?" Now Nathan was curious. He was fully aware the kid had a crush on Harlan, but he didn't mind. A lot of folks had a crush on Harlan. For all his intimidating ways, he could be a sweet lug when he wanted to be. He also had a way of making people feel safe, and who didn't want that nowadays? Then of course there were the folks that took one look at the cut of his suit and saw the all mighty dollar sign. Those were the ones Nathan watched out for. Harlan had a good heart, and sadly, some folks tried to take advantage of that. He hoped Harlan didn't think him to be one of them.


  "We talked about you, about what happened. Everything he said made sense. Said if I could come to my senses, then it was possible you would have, too," Harlan murmured, his face growing somewhat flushed.


  "He seems like a right guy," Nathan said nonchalantly. "Kinda sweet on you. Pretty fella, too."


  "Nate," Harlan warned. "Are you telling me you weren't attracted to him?"


  Nathan opened his mouth then blew Harlan a raspberry. "All right, fine. Wrong place, wrong time, I get it." He smiled wickedly as he cupped Harlan, bringing the most charming, startled expression from him. "These are mine. You don't fuck anyone but me. Got it?"


  Harlan peered at him warily then burst into laughter. He grabbed Nathan and crushed him against his chest, kissing him tenderly. "I love you, Nate."


  "I love you, too, you big dope." He snuggled up to Harlan, his heart doing little flips and jumps for joy. "Oh, and you're taking me out on the town tomorrow night."


  "I am?" Harlan asked, sounding amused.


  "You bet. I want a steak the size of your car, with the works. And then you're taking me to see that new Buster Keaton picture."


  "But I wanted to see Don Q. Son of Zorro," Harlan whined.


  "No deal, Mackay. You just want to see a whip-yielding Fairbanks in tight leather, and that'll just give you all kinds of screwy ideas. I ain't wearing no leather pants, not even for you."


  Harlan let out a deep chuckle, and Nathan closed his eyes, happy to just lay there listening to Harlan's heartbeat. He couldn't guarantee that he wouldn't do something equally stupid in the future, but if he did, it wouldn't be because he was unfaithful to Harlan. He couldn't imagine his life without the man in his arms. Harlan wasn't just his lover, he was his best friend. There was no one he confided in, trusted with his life, would do anything for, more than Harlan Mackay, and he would happily spend the rest of his life proving it, if that's what it took. Before he knew it, he had drifted off to sleep, and for the first time in his life, he slept peacefully.


  CHAPTER 6


  The next morning, when Harlan woke up, Nathan was gone.


  He was ashamed to admit, his first reaction had been fear, and it had taken a hell of a lot for him to convince himself that Nathan hadn't made tracks. Despite their reconciliation, he knew worrying about losing Nathan to his old ways was a battle he would always be fighting, but as Julius had stated, it was one that was worth it. Even if the guy did drive him off his nut at times.


  With a groan, he sat up, his muscles protesting every movement. It was only when he rubbed his neck that he noticed the terribly illegible note on Nathan's pillow.


  At the office. Something I have to do. Breakfast is in the refrigerator, make sure you wash the dishes and take out the trash. x Nate.


  "Dammit, I hate washing dishes." Grumbling to himself, Harlan got out of bed and started his day. After a somewhat abridged morning routine, he left for the office, unable to keep himself from wondering what could possibly be of such importance, it had Nathan up and out so early.


  Nathan hated mornings. As it was, Harlan was always the one having to drag his partner out of bed. And, in the winter it took double the amount of time, with Nathan clinging to him for warmth. It took nothing short of a crowbar to detach him. Of course, Harlan was a resourceful sort, and he quickly learned how to efficiently remove Nathan and deposit him beside the radiator. It usually earned him a dirty look, but at least it worked.


  Less than two hours later, he was sitting at his desk, filling out a report on the raid at Shifty's, when someone knocked on his door. Looking up, he found himself frowning.


  "What can I do for you, Agent Brogan?" Harlan asked, turning his attention back to his paperwork. When he heard the door close, he sighed, and shut the file before him. Just what his morning needed. Folding his arms over his chest, he leaned back in his chair, and met Danny's gaze.


  "Nate asked me to meet him early this morning," Danny replied in quiet voice, taking a seat in the chair across Harlan's desk, looking sharp as usual. The agency was rather empty at this time of morning, but that didn't mean they could take any chances. It helped that Harlan and Nathan had a decent sized office all to themselves at the end of the floor, even if it had been the result of their supervisor attempting to keep Nathan as far away from his own office as physically possible. "Frankly, I was a little surprised, considering his aversion to waking up before noon."


  It wasn't so much what Danny said, as how he said it. It was clearly meant to rile some response out of Harlan. He refused to take the bait.


  "Other than the fact that it left me to do the dishes, what's your point?"


  Danny looked a little surprised by that but quickly recovered. "Look, what happened was my fault. I didn't mean to cause any trouble between you fellas."


  Harlan gave a nod and leaned forward, his elbows on the desk and his fingers laced. "I appreciate you saying so, Danny Boy, but you see, the thing is, I don't believe that for a second."


  "Harlan, I just wanted—"


  "I know what you wanted," Harlan interrupted, his narrowed gaze not leaving Danny's. "I'm telling you right now, you ain't getting it. I respect what you boys had, but the key word there is had. You try something like that again, and the next time I won't be so respectful."


  Danny nodded his understanding and gave Harlan a small smile. "That's sort of what he said." At Harlan's puzzled expression, Danny elaborated. "This morning's little rendezvous was him laying down the law. I could be a part of his life again, as long as I understood we would never be more than just friends. He also said if I did anything to hurt you like that again, he'd break my legs."


  Harlan couldn't keep the dopey grin on his face from getting dopier. "He'll do it, too."


  "You ain't kidding," Danny said with a laugh. "I remember when we were ten years old, I used to jump out of the bushes to scare him, and one day, he warned me not to do it again. Well, the next time I did it, he socked me so hard, he knocked one of my teeth right out."


  That made Harlan laugh, and Danny soon joined him. When Nathan said he'd do something, he usually did. The door suddenly opened and the man in question walked in, looked around the room with the oddest expression then walked straight up to Danny and pinched him in the arm. Hard.


  "Ow! What the hell was that for?" Danny moaned, rubbing his arm.


  "Sorry, I just wanted to check that I was still awake," Nathan replied, taking his seat behind his own desk to Harlan's right. Danny looked at Harlan who smiled. You'd think the guy was used to Nathan's screwy ways by now.


  Danny cast Nathan a daggered look. "You're supposed to pinch yourself, you halfwit."


  "You kidding?" Nathan laughed, leaning back in his chair and kicking his feet up on his desk. "That smarts."


  "You don't say." Danny turned back to Harlan with a frown. "I was going to head down to the Sixth to pay our little friend a visit, but I wanted to check in with you boys first, seeing as how you brought him in. If I'd known the only reason Dench sent me was to stick it to Nate, I would've told him to sit on his thumb."


  Harlan glanced over at Nathan and the sour expression on his face. "Yeah, he and Nate don't really see eye to eye. It doesn't help that the less than flattering nickname that's been going around was started by a certain big-mouthed agent." Harlan gave a little nod in Nathan's direction and chuckled at Danny's stunned expression. He turned his gaze to Nathan and gaped at him.


  "You're the one who came up with 'Dentures'?"


  Nathan just grinned.


  "Anyway, as much as I would love to sit here all day discussing our superior's oral condition—"


  "Never, never, use the word oral in the same sentence as Dench," Nathan interjected, giving a shudder. "It's forbidden." He tapped his finger on the desk. "From this point forward, I'm decreeing it an official law."


  At Danny's arched eyebrow, Harlan felt the need to expand on that. "He decrees many laws, so get used to it. There are more laws in this office than there is in the state of New York, though most of them are on his side of the room. So if you want sauerkraut on your hotdog, I suggest you eat it on this side of the room."


  Danny stood and turned to Harlan. "I'm going to address you, since you seem to be sanest." His composure grew surprisingly awkward, not something Harlan had come to associate with Danny Brogan.


  "What's the real reason you want us to come along?" Harlan asked, peering at Danny who now had his hands shoved in his pockets. It was a gesture Danny seemed to make whenever he was feeling uncertain about something, which Harlan figured wasn't a frequent occurrence for the self-assured agent.


  "I think I've made somewhat of a bad impression on your friend Detective Flynn."


  Harlan and Nathan exchanged glances before Nathan said what Harlan had been thinking. "So? Since when do you care about that sort of thing?" The penny seemed to drop and Nathan all but fell off his chair. He scrambled to his feet and nearly assaulted Danny, throwing an arm around his shoulders while poking him in the chest.


  "You like him!" Nathan whispered hoarsely.


  "Dry up," Danny murmured, slapping Nathan's hand away from his chest. "He seems like a right guy, and I put him on the spot, going in there, guns blazing. He wasn't too happy with me."


  Nathan shook his head. He was all but bursting at the seams. "Now pull the other one, Danny Boy."


  Danny's expression turned lewd and he gave Harlan the up and down. "He reminds me of you."


  That sobered Nathan up like a bucket of icy water poured over his head, much to Harlan's amusement. "Hey, what the hell is that supposed to mean?"


  "You know me," Danny spoke smoothly, straightening Nathan's tie for him. "I like a challenge. And if your friend John is anything like your brooding beau, it could be fun."


  Harlan stood and walked to the coat rack to fetch his overcoat. Once he had it on, he grabbed his hat and turned to Danny, his voice grave.


  "If you're serious about John, I'll put in a good word for you." Stepping up to Danny, he put his hand on the guy's shoulder and squeezed none-to-gently. "But if you're planning on making a sap outta him, you'll be dealing with me. John's a good man with his own demons. He doesn't need you adding to them. So you have a real hard think about your intentions."


  Swallowing hard, Danny gave a little nod and followed Harlan out of the room, with Nathan cheerfully whistling beside them. This was going to be a long day, he just knew it.


  Thankfully, the car ride to the Sixth had been uneventful. Well, mostly uneventful. Harlan had been forced to threaten Danny and Nathan with getting tossed out on their asses if they didn't shut their traps and stop the childish argument over who was funnier, Buster Keaton or Harold Lloyd.


  Once they'd arrived, Danny had been absolutely correct in assuming that John wasn't happy with him. The moment John laid his silvery-gray eyes on Danny, his broad grin turned into a thin-lipped smile.


  "Fellas," he greeted, folding his beefy arms over his chest. Harlan noticed Danny's eyes follow the movement, his gaze fixed on John's expansive chest and the muscles of his forearms. John wasn't one to wear a jacket any longer than he had to, and his rolled up sleeves added to his brash personality. John pinned Danny with a glare. "I thought I told you I didn't want to see you in my station again."


  Danny cleared his throat and discreetly elbowed Harlan in the ribs.


  "John, Agent Brogan here would like to apologize for acting like a complete pill in your precinct," Harlan said, turning to Danny and arching an eyebrow. "Isn't that right, Agent Brogan?"


  "Right." Danny held a hand out to John, who merely looked at it, his frown deepening. "Detective Flynn, I apologize for my behavior. It was unacceptable and I was hoping we could start over. I'm Agent Danny Brogan from Chicago, newly appointed to the southern district of the New York City's Prohibition Unit. It's a pleasure to meet you."


  John's gaze shifted up to Harlan who was promptly prodded by Nathan. Damn it all. Hoping he wouldn't regret it, he gave John a subtle nod. With a resigned sigh, John took Danny's hand and shook it.


  "Detective John Flynn," John grunted. "I expect you to behave yourself in my station, Harvard."


  Danny opened his mouth only to have Harlan give him a kick. Stifling a curse, Danny forced out a smile. "Sure thing."


  Heading toward the back of the station, Harlan agreed to let Danny and Nathan interrogate Shifty, seeing as how Shifty would all but wet himself as soon as he laid eyes on Danny, and Nathan would be there representing the better of the two evils.


  As he sat in the empty interrogation room next door with John, he noticed his friend was rather pensive, and he knew exactly what it was occupying the detective's thoughts.


  "What do you want to know?" Harlan offered. "Keep in mind, I met him the same day you did. He and Nate were childhood friends."


  John gave him a penetrating look, and Harlan chuckled. The guy had always been too smart for his own good. "Yeah, that, too."


  "Yet he's still in one piece?" John asked curiously.


  "We had a… miscommunication, but that's been resolved." Harlan leaned forward and John did the same, his interest clearly piqued. He wondered how long his friend had been thinking about dear old Danny Boy. "I ain't gonna feed you no lines, John. The kid's arrogant, screwy in the head ten ways from Sunday, elusive, ambitious, dangerous, and possibly on the take."


  John let out a sigh and started to sit back when Harlan held a hand up. "But Nate obviously sees something in him that I don't, and you know Nate's never wrong about these things. Maybe he just needs someone to take a chance on him. Hell, maybe he'll surprise all of us."


  "I don't know, Harlan." John shook his head and ran a hand through his dark hair. "He's a looker, no doubt about it, but I got enough troubles. Besides, he's gotta be what, Nate's age?"


  "A couple years older. Twenty-nine, I think."


  "Jesus, he's just a kid."


  "He's only a year younger than me," Harlan reminded him.


  John gave him a wicked grin, causing little lines to form at the corners of his silver eyes. "Yeah, but you're old on the inside."


  "Thanks," Harlan muttered, casting him a sideways glance. "Thirty-seven ain't old, John."


  "Sure as hell feels like it sometimes," John grumbled, stretching out his long legs, his expression growing troubled, and not because of Danny.


  "What's wrong?" Harlan asked. Whatever it was that was concerning John, it had obviously been keeping him awake at night, judging by his somewhat scruffy appearance. Granted, John was one of those fellows who seemed to sport a permanent five o'clock shadow, but he didn't usually look so haggard.


  "I got a rat in the precinct."


  "What?" Harlan certainly hadn't expected that. "How is that possible?" He knew exactly how it was possible. Every man had his price, so they said. It was only a matter of time before someone at the Sixth gave into temptation. John's reputation and good intentions could only go so far.


  "I don't know. All my boys know that if they got money troubles, they come see me and we'll sort something out. If they got a beef, we take care of it like men. No double-crossing." He stood and started pacing. "It started off small, but somehow it's gotten out of hand. Files and evidence have gone missing, documents forged, hoods released due to lack of evidence, charges dropped, even had a witness hang himself, and no one saw a goddamn thing. It's a mess, Harlan. I don't know who I can trust."


  "Damn it, John, I—" Harlan was cut off by the sound of a gunshot, which was quickly followed by a second shot. Harlan jumped to his feet and they both ran for the door. A horrible, sick feeling washed over Harlan, and when he heard Nathan screaming for him, his heart plummeted. All he could think of as he ran out the door, was: 'Please, God, let Nate be okay.'


  CHAPTER 7


  "Harley!"


  Harlan was the first in the room, with John nearly knocking him over when Harlan had come to an abrupt halt, stunned by the site of Nathan cradling Danny in his arms, his hand applying pressure to a patch of crimson on Danny's side, one which was quickly spreading. At not seeing Shifty, his first instinct was to think the bastard had escaped, but when his gaze moved to the floor and the pool of blood spreading from under the small wooden table, it was clear that Shifty had gone nowhere.


  "What the hell happened?" John asked, running over to Nathan's side and getting on his knees. His hand slipped under Danny's head and the other went to check Danny's pulse. "He's still alive."


  Harlan called over his shoulder at the officers that had started crowding, and ordered them to get a medical team over immediately. He quickly joined Nathan, who looked frightfully pale and stricken.


  "We were putting the screws on him," Nathan replied shakily, "when the bastard mentioned some mug named Giorgio. Whoever it was, it really got to Danny. When I asked him about it, Shifty pulled out a .32. I drew, but I wasn't quick enough. He plugged Danny." He looked down at his bloody hand and shook his head. "Oh God, he's going to die, Harley. I'm gonna lose him again."


  "Danny's not going anywhere, Nate," Harlan assured him, knowing there was no way to know for certain, but he couldn't let Nathan fall apart. The last time he'd seen Nathan like this, was after they'd first met, after Danny's disappearance. If Nathan lost Danny again, God only knew what it would do to him. "He's going to pull through this. Right, John?"


  John looked up at him, then at Nathan. "Damn right. He's a fighter, Nate. You gotta believe in that."


  It had broken Harlan's heart when he'd been forced to drag Nathan away from Danny as the medics hurried him off to Broad Street Hospital. John had stayed behind, promising he would come join them at the hospital as soon as he got some answers, and judging by his severe expression, Harlan had no doubt he would do just that.


  Harlan and Nathan spent the rest of the day and well into the late evening waiting for word on Danny from the doctors. As soon as they'd arrived at the hospital, Harlan had insisted that no expense be spared in doing everything possible to help Danny. Hours later, he sat in a small chair in the wide, too-white corridor with Nathan pacing steadily back and forth, not saying a word. Harlan let him handle things his way, occasionally asking him if he wanted water or coffee. Nathan would just shake his head and continue pacing.


  A door opened and Nathan came to halt. Harlan quickly went to his side as the doctor approached.


  "How is he?" Nathan asked, receiving a hand on his shoulder and a reassuring smile, which immediately relieved a great deal of the tension in Harlan's shoulders.


  "He'll be fine, gentlemen." The doctor's smile slowly disappeared and he motioned for Harlan and Nathan to sit, which they did, though Harlan could see it was taking everything Nathan had to keep still.


  "What is it, doc?" Nathan asked worriedly.


  "I take it he served?"


  Nathan nodded. "In Hamel."


  The doctor pursed his lips, seemed to think about something for a moment then continued. "I gathered as much. He has several prominent scars on various parts of his body. Physically, he is a strong young man. The bullet went straight through and the damage was minimal. He should recover comparatively quickly. However, I have… other concerns."


  That had both Harlan and Nathan sitting forward, and Harlan could tell that Nathan was barely able to keep himself still. "What is it, doctor?"


  "We found a rather troubling amount of diacetylmorphine in his blood."


  "Heroin?" Harlan asked, stunned.


  At the rather dubious look they received, Harlan presented his badge. Having put the doctor's mind somewhat at ease, he carried on. "Yes. Judging by his extensive physical injuries, it's possible that while hospitalized, he may have developed an addiction to the morphine he was given. As he wasn't treated in the United States, and I have no notion as to what hospital he may have ended up in, there's no way to determine what treatment, if any, he may have been given for his addiction. At the moment, it seems he's in control of the doses, but there's no telling how much longer that will remain. We would have to discuss it with him and arrange treatment."


  Nathan nodded, though Harlan could tell his lover was having a great deal of difficulty taking all this in. From the corner of his eye he saw John heading toward them. The expression on his face didn't bode well.


  "Can we see him?" Nathan asked, just as John reached them. The doctor took one look at John and stepped back. "This is Detective Flynn. He's investigating the shooting. He's also a friend," Nathan added.


  "Oh, of course," the doctor said with what was very clearly relief. "Yes, you can all go in, but not for long. He needs rest."


  They followed the doctor into the private room that Harlan had insisted Danny have. If he was footing the bill for this, he might as well go all the way. Whatever it took to put Nathan's mind at ease, he'd do it. The doctor gave them a nod and left them alone, closing the door behind him.


  Danny was propped up against his pillow, his eyes glassy but open. The moment he saw Nathan, he smiled and turned his hand over. Nathan was at his side in a blink, holding it.


  "How are you feeling?" Nathan asked him.


  "Like I got plugged," Danny replied hoarsely. As Nathan and Danny talked, Harlan leaned over to whisper at John.


  "You have to do something about that poker face, John."


  A deep red flooded John's face, bringing Harlan to chuckle. Apparently his friend thought Danny was more than just a 'looker'.


  "What happened, Danny? Why did Shifty shoot you?" Nathan asked, drawing Harlan and John's attention. "Someone went through a hell of a lot of trouble to get a gun in his hand, and I don't think it was a coincidence that he shot at you."


  Danny took a deep breath, which made him wince. When he opened his eyes, his gaze was on John. To Harlan's surprise, Danny's face lit up and he smiled.


  "Detective Flynn, nice to see you again."


  "Brogan," John muttered by way of greeting, his face still holding some of that pink.


  "Maybe you could share what you've discovered?" Danny said, a knowing look in his pale green eyes. "I'm kind of tired and I know there will be questions."


  All eyes were on John who cleared his throat and gave a curt nod. He looked at Danny straight in the eye and said, "You were on the take."


  "What?" Nathan straightened, his hands balling into fists at his sides. "Easy there, John. You can't just throw around accusations like that without—"


  "He's right," Danny said, sucking the air right out of the room.


  Harlan's heart went out to Nathan who looked like someone had just kicked his puppy. Danny, however, ignored Nathan, his gaze still on John.


  "You're doing good, Johnny. Go on."


  John gave Danny a smirk and continued. "You've also got a price on your head."


  Danny nodded his approval. Harlan and Nathan were too stunned to speak. Harlan especially couldn't understand how the hell Danny could be so cool and collected about the whole thing. He decided he'd keep his trap shut until he knew exactly what the hell was going on. Nathan must have had the same idea, because he just stood there, waiting for John to finish.


  "I called in a few favors at the Bureau in Chicago, and…" John gave Danny a smile, which only went to make matters even more confusing. "Hoover's after you."


  Harlan grabbed John's arm and turned him away, speaking quietly. "John, what the hell is going on? I'm not crazy about the guy myself, but you don't gotta look so happy about it."


  "Let him talk, Harlan," Danny insisted quietly. When they turned around, Danny looked almost impressed. "I want to see how good your detective friend is."


  "You got it," John replied then turned to Nathan. "Hoover's after Danny, but not for the reasons you think. He wants Danny for his Investigations Bureau in New York. Apparently Harvard, here, is singlehandedly responsible for putting twenty-three men in prison four months ago, after the Giorgio massacre."


  "I remember that," Nathan said thoughtfully, still looking as baffled as Harlan felt. "Five of Giorgio Besso's associates were found executed in some backwater town."


  "Yep. Did I mention one of the mugs Danny sent to prison was Giorgio himself? The rest were men on his payroll, half of which were Prohis."


  "Well, I'll be damned," Harlan exclaimed, looking over at Danny. "You got more guts than I gave you credit for."


  "As soon as Giorgio was convicted, he put a hit out on Danny. When he found out Danny was moved to New York City, he knew he had to work fast before the transfer to the Bureau of Investigations went through."


  Nathan shook his head. "I don't get what that has to do with Shifty."


  "Shifty worked for Masin, who we know for a fact has done business with Giorgio, both of whom have lost a significant amount of money due to Danny's decision to turn over a new leaf. Masin knew we had Shifty, and he knew someone was going to be sent over to interrogate him. He made sure that someone was Danny. Then all he had to do was get to one of my men." John's expression hardened and a muscle twitched in his jaw. Harlan was glad he wasn't at the other end of whatever it was John had planned. "The gun found in Shifty's hand was one of ours, though the serial number was filed off." He turned to Danny, his voice filled with conviction. "I'll find out who did this and I promise I'll make them pay."


  "Easy there, cowboy. Don't go tarnishing that sheriff's badge on my account."


  Some sort of unspoken exchange went on between John and Danny, one that had Nathan turning to Harlan with a contained smile.


  "We should probably leave you to rest," Harlan said, getting Nathan's attention and nodding toward the door.


  Nathan put his hand on Danny's shoulder, his expression every inch the reprimanding sibling. "You're going to rest, recover, and then you and I are going to have a really long talk." Nathan gave him a pointed look and Danny suddenly seemed to have trouble looking Nathan in the eye. Harlan's guess was that Danny knew exactly what Nathan was talking about. He gave a small nod and Nathan came up beside Harlan. They walked to the door when they noticed John had lingered behind.


  "You comin', John?" Nathan asked, though Harlan was pretty certain they all knew the answer.


  "I'm gonna hang around here a little longer," John managed to get out without going too red in the face, "to discuss the case with Danny." He turned to Danny who was clearly fighting back a smile. "If you're feeling up to it that is."


  "I'm certain I can find the strength," Danny replied. They left the two alone with promises to come back in the morning.


  Nathan had a big grin on his face the whole ride home. As soon as they'd stepped foot in the house, Nathan burst. "John's a goner, ain't he?"


  "I think he's pretty smitten," Harlan agreed, pulling Nathan into his arms. "Though he's got one hell of a time ahead of him if what the doc says is true."


  Nathan's smile faded and he let his head rest on Harlan's shoulder, nuzzling his face against his neck. "John's a good guy, and he's been through a hell of a lot himself. Maybe he's just what Danny needs."


  "This isn't over, you know," Harlan was reluctant to say. "Masin, Danny, Dench. I got a feeling this is all just the beginning, and we're gonna be stuck right in the middle of it."


  Nathan went quiet for a moment. When he pulled back, he looked into Harlan's eyes. "What if we joined Danny?"


  "What?" Harlan certainly hadn't expected that. "You mean, join the Bureau of Investigations?"


  "Yeah, why not?" With Hoover at the helm, the Bureau ain't what it used to be. I hear he's done some impressive things in just the one year he's been Director. Will you at least think about it?"


  Harlan nodded. He knew that wherever Nathan went, he would follow. Whatever storm was on the horizon, they would weather it together. Who knew, maybe John would join them, especially now that he seemed to have made a decision about Danny.


  Together, the four of them could make one hell of a team. The more he thought about it, the more he liked the idea. It would be one screwy team, and heaven knew, there would be double the trouble, especially with Nathan and Danny being let loose on an unsuspecting public, but what mattered most, was that they could really make a difference. He was getting tired of chasing down two-bit thugs carting beer barrels. There were worse evils out there than bootleggers. Evils like Masin, Giorgio, and the corrupt men who made a mockery of the badges they'd been entrusted with. If Danny could find the courage to stand up to those men, Harlan sure as hell could, and with Nathan at his side, those bastards wouldn't stand a chance.


  With a broad grin, he threw his arms around Nathan's waist and hauled him off his feet, his lover's shocked yelp quickly yielding to laughter when Harlan threw him over his shoulder and headed to the bedroom. The evils of the city would have to wait until tomorrow. Tonight, he had his own personal brand of trouble to conquer, one he had no intention of ever letting go.


  THE END
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  by Kim Dare


  "Sir?" I knew it was stupid for me to spoil the companionable silence that enveloped us ever since we'd crashed into Luke's bed at the end of our scene, but I couldn't stop the word leaving my mouth.


  Luke rolled his shoulders and wrapped his arms a little more comfortably around me. "Yeah?" His voice was already rough with sleep.


  "I think…" I stopped and had to take a deep breath before I could convince myself to go on. "I think I'm in love with you, sir."


  I wasn't sure what sort of reaction I expected. If I'm honest with myself, I was so full of afterglow that I probably wasn't thinking clearly enough to have any kind of expectations. But, even high on sex and my recent spanking, I knew that Luke's laughter couldn't be a good sign.


  "I bet you say that to all the doms," he said.


  I tensed.


  I don't know any other doms.


  I'm not screwing anyone else.


  Somehow, I kept all that to myself. Taking a deep breath, I faked a yawn and half-stretched within Luke's embrace in a desperate attempt to come up with some action that would excuse that moment of tension. I lifted my head and glanced up.


  Luke smiled at me. At any other time, I might have thought that meant something, but any confidence I'd ever had in the idea of Luke giving a damn about me was already gone.


  I was screwed.


  Well, yeah, of course, I had just been screwed very hard while bent over a spanking bench. It wasn't just my spanked buttocks that were going to be pleasantly sore for quite some time. But now I knew I was screwed the other way too, that way I hadn't felt since my first encounter with Luke six months before…


  ****


  Pushing myself up onto the very tips of my toes, I tried to peer over the heads of all the other men crammed into the club. He was there somewhere. I didn't know his name, but the guy I'd been crushing on for weeks was definitely there. I'd caught sight of him just a few moments before, entering that very room.


  He couldn't have left. Of course, he could have slipped into some quiet corner to get better acquainted with another man. That was always a possibility in that club.


  Damn! I frowned out across the sea of fashionable haircuts. If the guy was going to screw someone he barely knew, I really wanted it to be me.


  "Boo."


  Someone whispered the word very quietly into my ear, but they may as well have screamed it at the top of their lungs. I promptly spun around and generally made a fool of myself. And there he was.


  My jaw actually dropped. The guy was stunning by anyone's standards. He had the typical boy next-door looks— providing you lived in the kind of neighbourhood where the boy next door wore black leather, rode a motorbike and could have any girl or boy in the school on his knees with a click of his fingers.


  "Looking for someone?" he asked.


  "You." I'd often wished I had better control of my tongue, but never more than I did right then.


  Mr. Leather chuckled. My knees went weak. My mouth watered.


  "Do you want a blow job?" I blurted out.


  "Do you want to submit to me?"


  I hadn't even had a second to panic about my question before it was time to start panicking about his. "Submit?" I repeated, doing a bloody good impersonation of someone who'd never even heard of the word.


  My fantasy guy stepped forward until our bodies almost touched. "Do you want to obey me, to please me and follow my every whim, sweetheart? Do you want to get screwed, whipped and be spanked by me?"


  "Hell, yes!" With my hard-on straining against my jeans, I couldn't think of any reason why anyone wouldn't want all those things.


  He took hold of my hand and dragged me off through the crowd without saying another word. He had an amazing arse. I stared at it as often as the press of bodies allowed, while he towed me toward the back of the club. I'd been to the place lots of times. I knew for a fact there weren't any rooms back there that could be considered even vaguely private.


  Suddenly, we were outside, standing in the alley behind the club. The faint light of a street lamp only just made it far enough between the buildings for me to take in our new surroundings. A fire escape snaked up the opposite wall, all harsh black bars and lines, casting strange shadows over us.


  I didn't have time to notice anything else.


  Mr. Leather pushed me roughly against the brickwork beneath the fire escape. He stopped holding my hand and pinned my wrist to the wall alongside my head instead.


  "Do you know what a safe word is?" he demanded.


  I nodded.


  "Yours is red."


  I managed another nod.


  "Any questions?"


  I finally managed to make my vocal cords work. "What's your name?"


  He grinned as if I'd made a really great joke. "It's Luke."


  "Jay," I offered in return, still perfectly serious.


  "Pleasure to make your acquaintance." Luke put his hand on my shoulder as he spoke and pushed downwards.


  My legs didn't need much encouragement to give way. My knees collided with the alley floor. I let out a gasp, but that just meant my mouth was open when Luke transferred his hand from my shoulder to the back of my head and pulled me forward.


  My lips moulded quickly and enthusiastically against the outside of his fly. I whimpered against his leather trousers, unable to resist running my tongue over the buttery soft fabric and sneaking a taste of it.


  Luke rocked his hips pressing his crotch more firmly against my face as he held my head in place. I groaned my approval. The scent of leather and Luke's arousal swirled together, filling my senses. The outline of his cock through the material reassured me he was hardening.


  My own cock throbbed behind my fly. Reaching up, I placed my hands on Luke's thighs, steadying myself and revelling in the strength in his muscles, and simultaneously making damn sure I didn't give in to the temptation to jack myself off while I went down on him.


  I'd offered him a blowjob and I wasn't going to let anything distract me from giving him the best one I possibly could.


  My face remained pressed firmly against Luke's fly. I couldn't see a thing, but movements that required me to shuffle around on the alley floor hinted that Luke had rearranged us so he could lean comfortably against the wall while I serviced him.


  The moment he found a posture he liked, Luke pushed his free hand between my face and his crotch and unzipped his fly. My mouth remained open to taste the back of his hand and I shamelessly licked and kissed his skin, worshiping any part of him I could get at.


  His hand moved away and joined the other one on the back of my head. He pulled me forward once more.


  There was nothing between me and his cock and balls now. He'd shoved his trousers down far enough to give me complete access. But, with his hands holding me in place, there was no room for me to pull back and do any of the things I'd dreamt of doing while I knelt before him. He held me so tightly against his skin all I could do was snake my tongue out and taste whatever happened to be in range.


  The scent of his arousal was stronger now, musky and gloriously male. His cock was already more than half-hard. The velvety soft shaft rubbed temptingly against my cheek. I tried to turn my head toward it, but Luke stubbornly held me in place.


  Accepting his decision, I merely parted my lips further. Dark hairs decorated the skin around his cock and extended down over his balls. I pressed open-mouthed kisses against them, desperate to offer whatever I could, until Luke suddenly tugged my head back.


  A tug on my hair made me look up toward Luke's face. Shrouded in shadows and looming above me, he looked like a man who could take anything he wanted from anyone in the entire world— except he didn't need to take anything from me, I was frantic to give him whatever he'd accept.


  In the gloom of the alley, I could just make out the way Luke smiled down at me but I was far too busy gasping for breath to smile back. For as long as he studied me, my mouth remained open, just waiting to be filled.


  Luke's grip on my hair tightened when he finally guided my head forward. As he steadied his shaft with his other hand, the tip of his cock brushed against my lips. He fed the head into my mouth but stopped there.


  I closed my lips around the top-most inch of his cock, rubbing my tongue against his glans and foreskin. My eyes fell closed as I savoured my first real taste of him. I moaned my pleasure, barely able to believe I was really there with the guy I'd wanted for so many weeks.


  Luke soon seemed to decide I'd had long enough to get used to my mouth being filled with the thick girth of his shaft. He pulled me forward, his cock sliding deeper into my mouth as my lips descended around the length.


  I didn't have any say in my movements. Luke's hold on my hair chose how deep I took him, how quickly I bobbed my head. He decided everything and I damn near came untouched as the knowledge of my complete lack of control rushed to my cock and made me painfully hard.


  I clawed at the leather on Luke's hips, whimpering with need.


  His pre-cum leaked onto my tongue, but it wasn't enough. I wanted more, needed more. I did whatever I could with what little freedom I had, creating a seal around his shaft and caressing the head with my tongue at every opportunity.


  Opening my eyes to peer up at Luke, I was just in time to see a brief moment of ecstasy rush across his features. He pressed his head back against the rough brickwork behind him. His hips thrust forward, burying his cock deep in my mouth as he came.


  I wasn't ready. Even swallowing as quickly as I could, I couldn't take it all down with ease. Luke's cum filled my mouth; the taste of him took over my mind.


  With a deep groan of satisfaction, Luke slumped back against the wall. The rush of semen into my mouth ended. His grip on my hair eased a fraction, but not far enough to let me pull away and take my mouth off his shaft.


  His cock softened and I did what I could to clean the residue of his cum from it until Luke finally released my hair. I sat back on my heels and hurriedly wiped the cum I hadn't been able to swallow from my lips.


  I was only just quick enough. Just a fraction of a second later, Luke caught hold of my chin and tilted my head back to study me.


  "Next time you submit to me, I might let you come."


  He'd already done up his fly. Without another word, he walked back into the club, leaving the fire door open for me to follow in his wake. Perhaps it wasn't the politest exit in the history of back alley hook-ups but, at the time, I was so excited by the possibility of doing another scene with him, I couldn't have cared less about his manners.


  ****


  Three weeks passed by before I finally had a chance to try to get another scene with Luke. Even now, looking back after over five months have passed, I'm pretty sure aliens must have abducted him during that time, because I know I searched every gay haunt in the area for him and he was nowhere to be found.


  When I finally spotted him, he didn't seem to be any the worse for his disappearance. He was standing by the bar with a group of friends, a drink in his hand. All of the men in his set were wearing leather; all of them looked like they knew what they were doing.


  As far as I was concerned, they were that club's equivalent of the coolest kids in the school. And I knew full well that I was the class geek in that particular metaphor. I don't know what possessed me to walk straight up to Luke. I'm never that confident in places like that. My cock must have completely over-ruled my brain because, without any warning, I found myself standing in front of the group.


  A whole decade passed, one painfully slow second at a time, before Luke happened to turn and glance in my direction.


  A lazy smiled caressed his lips. "Hi, Jay."


  He remembered my name. I was damn near giddy with relief. "Hi, Luke."


  Pushing himself away from the bar, Luke caught hold of my wrist and led me through the packed throng of men in the bar, just as he had the last time we met.


  We were already outside before I realised we'd left by the front door this time around. Luke kept walking without a word. I trailed along behind him equally silent, confused but somehow still not wanting to question Luke's decisions. We must have walked for about ten minutes before he turned into a side street and stopped outside a neat little house in the middle of a terrace.


  He unlocked the door and took us inside without ever letting go of my wrist. "You remember what your safe word is?" Luke asked, cutting through all my thoughts with ease.


  I nodded.


  "Any questions?"


  I should have asked something sensible and fitting to the occasion— something flirtatious and sexy. "You live here?"


  "Yeah." Luke chuckled. "I don't generally break into other people's houses to do scenes in there. But, for future reference, one of these days you might want to take this kind of opportunity to ask what I intend to do with you."


  He didn't give me the chance to correct my mistake and ask the question then.


  My back hit the wall alongside the front door.


  Apparently what Luke intended to do with me was kiss me silly. The moment his lips met mine, my brain began to melt. His tongue thrust into my mouth, urgent and demanding.


  I put my hands on Luke's shoulders to steady myself, but Luke grabbed my wrists and twisted both my arms behind my back in one easy movement. I wasn't about to complain. If Luke preferred me dizzy and off balance, I was happy to oblige.


  I was vaguely aware that Luke turned me around and walked me backwards, but I was far too focused on the way his tongue thrust between my lips and took possession of my mouth to notice details.


  A door slammed.


  I jerked my head back, my shock making me break a kiss I'd hoped would last forever. Luke stared down at me. He was the only familiar thing in my surroundings. We stood in a different room now. It was a bedroom, sort of.


  There was a bed at least. There were also a whole host of other things— items of furniture that I only vaguely recognised from kinky photos I'd seen on the net. A sling. A St. Andrews cross. A spanking bench, complete with a whole row of whips and paddles hanging on the wall above it.


  I swallowed several times in quick succession. My throat had closed up so tight, I damn near choked on my attempt to control my nerves.


  "I'm going to tie you up."


  Our bodies were still pressed tightly against each other. His erection rubbed against me through our clothes as he rocked his hips.


  "Okay." We were both hard and ready to play, getting out the handcuffs seemed to be a perfectly reasonable course of action.


  "You really don't have any sense of self-preservation, do you?"


  I gave the idea a few moments worth of thought. "Not really." Not with Luke anyway. I wouldn't have even thought of asking for a safe word if he hadn't offered me one.


  Luke shook his head at me. He released one of my wrists and pushed his hand through my hair, stroking it back off my face. "You really do need a keeper, don't you?"


  I didn't argue. The idea of Luke being that keeper appealed to my cock but also to part of my brain that I hadn't really used before. The image of a collar and a lead jumped into my head. Breathing became increasingly difficult. "Okay," I gasped.


  Luke laughed, but he also tightened his grip on me. I loved that feeling. A quick little flick of his wrist and he spun me around to face the bottom of the bed. He pushed and I stumbled forward.


  A pair of leather cuffs was already attached to the headboard, as if Luke had known that he'd see me in the bar that night and had got them out ready. Without even needing a hint I climbed onto the bed and crawled toward the cuffs— no moth had ever rushed toward a flame more quickly.


  Luke was right behind me, kneeling on the bed and reaching past me to pick up the cuffs. The buckles were done up within seconds, and I was trapped. Leather rubbed against my wrists. It was like a bolt of lightning shot through my body, emanating from the leather and sparking through my veins before finally earthing itself in my cock. I was immediately determined to spend a large portion of the rest of my life tied up.


  The mattress shifted as Luke moved back behind me, leaving my line of sight.


  I tried to twist around to see what he was doing.


  No.


  Luke didn't actually say anything. He didn't need to give a verbal order. His hand came to rest on the back of my head, making it impossible for me to look over my shoulder.


  He pushed down until I had little choice but to dip my head lower and lower, until there was no way I could stay up on my hands and knees. My elbows came to rest on the mattress. Somewhere back there I knew my arse would be sticking up in the air, just begging to be screwed by Luke.


  I whimpered. I felt like I'd been waiting for that to happen for several life times.


  Luke reached beneath me and undid my fly. In one quick movement, he pulled my jeans down to my knees. Then, of all the bizarre things to do, he started fumbling with my feet.


  I tensed, wondering if he had a fetish I wasn't aware of, but as soon as he'd tossed my shoes and socks onto the floor, he turned his attention back to getting my jeans the rest of the way off.


  The moment I was naked from the waist down, Luke pushed my shirt up. It bunched around my shoulders and then covered my head before eventually sliding up my arms to settle just below the line of my handcuffs.


  I was naked in Luke's bed. A cold draft blew across my bare skin, as if to make sure I was completely aware of how vulnerable I was, but there were some things mere physical temperatures couldn't compete with. I'd never felt hotter in my life.


  Luke's hands came to rest on my shoulders. They slid down my back very slowly, until they finally settled on my arse. I moaned and pushed my buttocks into his palms. He palmed the muscles, massaging and caressing them in equal measure.


  All too soon, one of his hands disappeared. With my cheek pressed against the mattress, I couldn't see what was going on, but I heard a zipper being undone and I could easily imagine Luke freeing his cock. I instantly forgave him for stopping groping me.


  Another sound danced through the air toward me. Tearing paper. A condom wrapper torn open.


  I squirmed, moving my knees on the bed sheet, impatient and needy but unable to do anything to speed along the process. I thought about begging, but kept that in reserve for later, sure I would need it before the end of the night.


  Luke had made no sound as he got the lube out. The first I knew of its existence was when slicked fingers slid across my hole.


  I jerked forward, not unwilling, just surprised. Luke's fingers stilled.


  "Anything you want to say, Jay?"


  I frowned, not sure what he wanted from me. An apology for moving without permission perhaps? I was quite willing to, but—


  "Want to tell me what your favourite colour is?" Luke rephrased.


  "What?" I lifted my head and tried to look over my shoulder at him. I was all for getting to know him better, but seriously, there was a time and a place!


  "Your safe word is a colour," Luke hinted.


  Oh! I shook my head. "No." I couldn't say it. He couldn't stop. "I don't have a favourite colour," I rushed out. "I don't like any colours at all, I—"


  Two of Luke's fingers pushed inside me. I arched, instinctively trying to press back against them, even though I knew damn well that I'd need a moment or two to adjust before that would be any fun.


  A sharp sting of pain burst through my left buttock as Luke struck it with his open palm. "I'm the only one who's allowed to hurt you from now on. Stay still; don't rush yourself."


  I obediently stilled. Where he'd spanked me, the skin tingled and grew hotter by the moment. Luke's hand returned to massage that exact spot, pulling a deep moan from me.


  "You liked that," he said.


  I didn't deny it. If it hadn't been for the fact those two fingers buried in my hole had just found my prostate, I might have been more than willing to pause for a real spanking.


  Luke crooked his fingers. All thought of wanting anything other than Luke's cock buried in my arse fled from my mind. By the time he finally took his fingers away, I was whimpering, more desperate for sex than I'd ever been in my life.


  The blunt tip of Luke's cock pressed against my hole. I knew how big he was, how my jaw had ached the morning after I went down on him. Two fingers were nothing in comparison to his erection. His hands came to rest on my hips, holding me still as he pushed forward.


  Inch by inch, he slid into me, stretching me open, filling me completely. Unable to move, unable to breathe, all I could do, all I wanted to do, was accept him completely. I was his. The knowledge was primal and came straight from the part of my brain that had existed long before humans had silly social rules to govern their lives. There was nothing polite about the way I felt, and it was all the better for that.


  Luke didn't stop sliding into me until his crotch pressed tight against my arse. He stayed there, his grip on my hips tighter than ever as he ground our bodies together. Perhaps he was being nice and giving me more time to adjust, perhaps he just loved the way that felt as much as I did.


  Either way, a full minute passed before, he pulled back and began to thrust into me in earnest. Each movement he made was strong and determined, and I took each thrust like a pro, pushing back to meet it, clenching tightly around his shaft. Heat and pleasure rushed through me, leaving me gasping and mumbling incoherently into the sheet.


  One of Luke's hands moved from my hip and grabbed my shoulder for better leverage as he rammed into me, fast and frantic now. His other hand slid around my body and found my cock.


  I yelled out as he pumped my shaft hard and fast. A few strokes were all it took. I came.


  All orgasms are not equal. This one could have easily won the World Championship of climaxes. Fireworks behind the eyelids, lightning bolts through every limb, pleasure so fierce it felt like pain. Yeah, this one was special.


  When I eventually collapsed onto the bed, I was completely drained of all energy. Breathing was all I remained capable of.


  It was only the fact that Luke's cock was softening inside me that told me he'd come too. I'd completely missed his orgasm. I lifted my head. Luke's body still pressed against my back. I had no idea how long we'd lain in his bed. Hours could have passed since we came for all I knew.


  "Hush," Luke mumbled, sleepily, against my hair. He separated our bodies, but the moment his cock had slid out of my arse and he'd dispensed with the condom, he was back. His bare crotch once more pressed against my buttocks.


  "Go back to sleep," he ordered. "You're fine where you are."


  My hands remained in the cuffs attached to the headboard, but more importantly, Luke's arms remained wrapped around me. I wasn't just fine there, I was happier than I'd ever been anywhere else in the world.


  In some stupid way, I realised in that moment that I felt truly safe in Luke's embrace. It was a good feeling. As I closed my eyes, I relished the other man's closeness and the security it offered.


  Looking back, I'm reasonably sure I was already so far in love with him by that time, there was no chance of going back. All I could do was push forward and hope for the best.


  ****


  And that's how, six months later, I found myself lying in that same bed, madly in love with a man who apparently thought that fact was some sort of amusing joke.


  For once lingering in his embrace after one of our 'dates' didn't make me feel safe at all. "I'd better get my clothes," I mumbled.


  "Why?"


  I didn't answer as I sat up and pulled away from him. I was halfway to the edge of the bed when I felt Luke's hand wrap around my wrist.


  "I'm good at tying people up."


  I looked over my shoulder and met Luke's eyes, too confused to try and move further away from him. "What?"


  "You're leaving because you didn't like what I said, right?"


  All I could do was stare at him.


  "I'm good at tying people up," Luke said again. "And I'm good at leather and kink and lots of other things. But I'm not good at this kind of thing, this kind of conversation." He paused for a moment before adding, "Getting mad and walking away from me won't change that."


  Still stark bollock naked with my arse reddened from a spanking, I sat back on my heels in the middle of Luke's bed and studied him very carefully. It sort of sounded like he was trying to say that he…


  I looked down for a moment, hardly daring to think it. I took a deep breath and scraped together every scrap of courage I possessed.


  I had to know.


  "If you don't feel the same way, you don't have to say anything, sir," I told him "It's probably best that we don't keep seeing each other, but I won't make a fuss about it. I'll just leave quietly tonight and that will be that."


  Luke's fingers twitched around my wrist. "And if that isn't the case?" he asked.


  "Then…" I took another deep breath. "Then, I don't expect you to say the words or anything like that. You could just say, me too, or snap, or ditto, or, well… you could pretty much say anything you like, sir. But however you feel toward me, I'd prefer you didn't laugh at me when I say I love you."


  Luke stared straight into my eyes for several long seconds. For the first time since he crept up behind me and said boo in my ear, he looked nervous.


  His grip on my wrist was so tight it verged on painful, but his answer was too important for me to care about that.


  "Me too," Luke whispered.


  I closed my eyes. They were officially the two most beautiful words in the English language.


  "Jay?"


  I opened my eyes and looked straight into Luke's gaze. "Thank you, sir."


  Luke cleared his throat, obviously still very uncomfortable. I was so light-headed with relief, I felt a very inappropriate wave of laughter bubble up inside me. I couldn't let it out, but I had to grin.


  I crawled back closer to Luke and lay down alongside him. He didn't let go of my wrist for a moment, but he lifted his other arm and welcomed me close.


  "It's okay," he whispered into my ear. "You can laugh."


  This time, when Luke chuckled, it was obvious just how nervous the sound had been before and how relaxed it was now.


  I joined in as I tucked my face into Luke's neck and relished the even deeper level of safety I'd now found within his arms.


  My master loved me. That fact wasn't funny, but maybe the fact that big, strong, scary, leather-wearing Luke had almost had a panic attack over admitting it was just a little bit cute; as if I needed yet another reason to love him more than ever!


  THE END
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  This vacation was not his idea, but when his sister bought him a vacation at a gay resort, he had no choice. All the men on lounges seemed so similar to a gay bar. How could he choose a man based on appearance alone? Then he saw a man looking at the water and sky through binoculars, sometimes writing in a notebook. Now our hero was intrigued.
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  SANDS OF THYME


  by EM Lynley


  CHAPTER 1


  Burke Williams squinted in the bright sun as he walked out of his hotel room and toward the beach. He had a bottle of sunscreen, a fat potboiler mystery novel and a brand-new pair of bright green swim trunks on. So new they sort of chafed in all the wrong spots. He ducked back into his room and grabbed a wide-brimmed straw hat off the hook near the door, made sure his plastic key card was in his pocket, and shuffled in the direction of the waves.


  He sniffed. Top notes of salt, with a sort of fishy second note, and a coconut-suntan-lotion finish. Smells that caused images of long-past family beach vacations to bubble toward the surface of his consciousness. Family vacations. Family.


  At the moment, Burke could do without family. He inhaled and let out a long sigh as he approached a row of lounge chairs on the beach, about twenty feet from the highest point the waves kissed the beach. He wandered down the line glancing at each of the figures reclining. Rows of men. Rows of men in various shades from pale to overcooked. All lined up like a buffet.


  What else did he expect at a gay beach resort?


  He nodded as he made eye contact with one man after another. Not a glimmer of interest in any of them. Burke let his gaze roam up one body and down another, shocked and in some cases appalled by the array of swim wear (and lack thereof). Suddenly his bright green trunks seemed so... inadequate. He couldn't help looking towards the crotches, assessing the size and shape of the various lumps and outlines. One guy looked like he had a whole trout stuffed in there.


  Burke shuddered. He didn't want to go near any part of Trout-crotch's body, nor have any of it touch him. He asked himself for the zillionth time why on earth he'd come.


  Family, that's why. Burke's well-meaning sister, Janalyn, had bought this trip for him and staged an intervention to get him to the airport. She'd lured him with an invitation to his favorite restaurant and driven him to the airport instead.


  Bitch.


  But she had his best interests at heart, even if she had a sucky way of showing it.


  "Burke, you've been working too hard. You need to take a break, " she said the day before when she picked him up, ostensibly for a dim sum at a popular place south of San Francisco. He had a week off between consulting projects and she wanted him to relax and enjoy himself.


  "This last project was huge. I couldn't take any time off. The client was on our asses the whole time."


  "I don't just mean time off. I mean 'time off.'" Janalyn made some gesture which was probably supposed to be sexual but she didn't do it correctly and it just made Burke laugh. He didn't even realize she'd missed the restaurant exit and had taken the one for San Francisco International Airport until it was too late.


  "Oh, you'll have to drive through the whole airport to turn around here."


  "Not turning around," Janalyn said cryptically as she pulled through to the Departures lane at SFO, put the car in park in front of the United Airlines terminal and set the emergency blinkers before forcing him out of the car. "Time for a real vacation. You'll thank me for this!" she shouted.


  He did not want to go on a vacation. He wanted to eat dim sum and go home and watch some movies on Netflix. "Ha. I can't go anywhere. I don't even have a suitcase." He thought he might have won on this account, even if he had to take BART home.


  She popped the trunk, got out of the car and hefted out a pink-and-blue flower-print rolling suitcase. "Sure you do. Bon voyage, mon frère." She flashed an "I already thought of everything" grin at him and folded her arms across her chest. "Go on." She waved him away like she was shooing a pesky dog.


  Burke glanced at the suitcase, then back at Janalyn. He shook his head.


  "Oh yeah, the most important thing!" She thrust an envelope at him.


  He noticed the stylized outline of a white bird and groaned before he even opened it up. A printed itinerary showed a flight to St Croix via Miami and courtesy van transfers to and from the resort.


  "Cockatoo resort?" Burke didn't even like the name of it. "Cockatoo?"


  "It's a gay beach resort. You'll love it. Plenty of opportunities for 'time off.'" She made the crude gesture again and Burke burst into laughter. It tapered off to a near whimper. He'd heard about the place. Nothing good. Him at a gay beach resort? He was a computer engineer, not a beach stud. Who was going to notice him there?


  "No. No way. No fucking way."


  She stood in front of the car door as he lunged for it. Blue flashing lights crept up behind them and an airport security patrol shouted out the window "Move this car or I'll ticket you."


  "Sorry, Officer!" Janalyn shouted.


  She made a mock salute and zipped behind the wheel while Burke's attention was focused on the security guy. He looked pretty handsome in his guard uniform, even in the dim artificial light of the airport driveway.


  Maybe Burke really did need some "time off." There would be plenty of guys to choose from at Cockatoo, all-male, clothing optional resort. He hoped like hell his sister hadn't taken the "optional" too literally and sent him away with an empty suitcase.


  He watched Janalyn speed away, shrugged and wheeled the pansy-covered suitcase inside.


  ****


  The flight to Miami was uneventful. No one talked to him. He got the window seat and stared out as they ascended through fluffy white clouds until the sun blinded him and he had to shut his eyes, bright orange circles dancing painfully on his inner eyelids. He had been inside too much lately. Maybe this little vacation wasn't such a bad idea.


  Then he remembered the name of the resort: Cockatoo. Very bad idea.


  When he got off the plane he considered just staying in Miami, though he had no clue where and he didn't feel particularly adventurous. He pulled the now oft-folded itinerary and e-ticket out of his back pocket and figured out which flight would take him to the island. A glance at the Departures board said it was Gate E17, and he rolled the floral monstrosity of a suitcase behind him as he made his way to the next terminal.


  When he got to the gate a "CHARTERED" sign was posted next to the destination. Everyone on the flight must be heading to Cockatoo, he figured. He'd expected the passengers waiting at Gate E17 would be all men but he discovered it was a mix of men and women. The brochure said "Men Only," so this confused Burke. He hoped they weren't resort staff. He didn't have anything against women, but he was going to feel self-conscious enough without the potential embarrassment of female staff at the clothing-optional resort.


  He realized the women were part of a group wearing T-shirts that said "Cook This!" Some guys wore the same shirt, so they couldn't be heading for Cockatoo.


  He dragged the suitcase to a seat and settled in to wait for the call to board. Some of the men gave him the once over and then turned their gazes to others waiting for the same flight.


  Not an auspicious start to the trip, he thought, glancing down at his attire: baggy jeans and a blue-and-white striped button-down shirt. Untucked. Nothing wrong with his clothes. That's what he wore to work and sometimes he was the best-dressed guy there. He was a software engineer, one of the few who didn't wear T-shirts almost exclusively. But he realized the other men were wearing what was probably called "resort wear." Matching shirts and pants or light suits. Their clothes looked expensive. The resort was expensive, he knew that much, and he could afford it. He just didn't judge people on the clothes or looks very much.


  CHAPTER 2


  On the beach at Cockatoo, Burke sat blinking in the sun's overpowering brightness for a moment until movement to his far left caught his attention. A flash, the sun reflecting off metal. He turned his head and saw another row of lounge chairs, all full.


  Another flash from much farther up the beach.


  This time Burke's gaze zeroed in on the source. The guy in the very last lounger wore Hawaiian print board shorts and a blue baseball cap had a pair of binoculars to his face. He peered through them, his entire body tense as he sat on the edge of his lounger. He was wearing a short-sleeved pale blue cotton shirt, unbuttoned. He was close enough for Burke to see his chest was covered with a pale blonde fuzz, just like his legs. While the arms and legs were toasty tan, Binoc-guy's chest was pale. Burke couldn't get a good look at his face, given the cap and the binoculars. Too bad. At least the chest looked in good shape, the legs looked toned and the guy wasn't wearing one of those ridiculous tiny Speedos that left too little to the imagination and too much revealed.


  Burke watched as the guy put the binocs down and picked up a notepad from his lap and scribbled something then grabbed the glasses again. He repeated the sequence several times to himself, nodding and grinning.


  What was he watching? Ever more intriguing, Burke wanted to know what he'd been writing down. He glanced in the direction the guy was watching but he could see anything in particular. It was in the direction of the edge of this resort. Another private beach was located on the other side of a high wooden fence. Probably the destination for the women passengers. Something co-ed, or whatever the word was.


  Why would Binoc-guy be watching someone over at the girls' camp? This started to feel like one of those lose-your-virginity films aimed at high-school aged guys. Burke glanced back at Binoc-guy but the lounger was empty. He wasn't anywhere in sight.


  Burke shrugged and returned to putting sunscreen on his arms and legs.


  "Need some help with that?"


  The deep voice startled Burke and he looked to see who had spoken. Two sandaled feet stood next to his lounger and he followed them up, nearly blinded by the sun as he peered at the face of an attractive man in his forties. He was a bit older than the guys Burke usually spent time with, but he was in great shape and didn't have a trout-dick, as far as Burke could tell. So far so good!


  "Uh, sure."


  The guy sat next to Burke on the lounger and took the bottle of SPF 100 from him, letting his fingers brush provocatively against Burke's in the process.


  "I'm Rick."


  "Burke."


  Rick squeezed a pool of sunscreen into one palm and rubbed them together vigorously like he was trying to light a fire. He started smoothing the lotion on Burke's shoulders.


  "Mmm." Burke let out a tiny moan. It felt good. The guy's hands were strong.


  "First day here, huh, Burke?" Rick didn't give Burke a chance to answer before he continued. "You know I bet you'd glow in the dark, you're so pale."


  "Well, I just finished this big database project. We worked pretty long hours and..." Burke had to catch his breath as Rick's hand slipped around to play with a nipple. It felt good. Then just as quickly, the hand returned to Burke's back. "Well we had like a million lines of code to debug for the client and the guys who wrote it..." The hand tweaked the nipple again. "...were terrible. No comments. It took ages..."


  The hand removed itself from the nipple and Rick stood up and left without saying a word.


  "Uh, Rick?" Burke said toward the receding back, but Rick didn't even turn around.


  "That's gotta be a record." The voice came from the next lounger. The guy sprawled there had a dark handlebar mustache and looked like the "Before" picture for a hair-removal product. Not Burke's type.


  "Huh?"


  "It took you about twenty seconds to scare off a guy. You might want to come up with another topic of conversation than databases.... Just sayin.'" He got up and walked away in the direction Rick had gone.


  "I'm gonna kill Janalyn!" Burke said to no one in particular. He finished applying sunscreen himself, picked up his trashy novel and concentrated on relaxing.


  ****


  The wind had died down for the moment and it was hot. He felt the sun's heat and sting seeping into his body as he lay on his back, eyes closed and tried to relax. He could hear the waves crashing softly against the sand and the murmurs of men walking past or sitting nearby and chatting. No one came by to talk to him or ask for help in applying sunscreen. He tried not to feel a little insulted and concentrated on the way the sun felt on his skin.


  When he sensed tiny trickles of sweat rolling down his back and along his shoulders he opened his eyes. He gave himself a once-over to see if he'd started burning, but Janalyn's choice in sunscreen certainly held up well to the tropical sun. A loud wave crashed against the beach and a chorus of surprised, excited shouts echoed.


  Time for a swim.


  Burke lived near San Francisco, but he'd only gone into the water there a couple of times. It was usually freezing, even at the height of summer. No one swam in Northern California unless they were wearing a wetsuit. Plenty of triathletes braved the Bay's chill each year in a famous swim to Alcatraz Island. Burke was not one of them. But he enjoyed the water, so he nestled his room key into a sandal and strode toward the ocean.


  He felt dozens of eyes watch his progress and he ignored them. He'd worry about that later, near dinner time. He didn't want to eat alone, so he'd find someone to pair up with, but for now, he'd enjoy the surf and sand without thought to whether he met someone's expectations, or someone met his.


  ****


  After splashing about for a good twenty or thirty minutes, Burke had worked up a thirst, if not a sweat. He grew accustomed to the temperature of the water, at first shockingly cool to his overheated skin, and the exercise refreshed and invigorated him. He headed for his lounge, intending to flag one of the cute waiters once he got there and order a frosty cocktail, maybe even something with an umbrella. He was in a carefree mood. If he had enough umbrella drinks, he might even get clothing-optional.


  To his shock he discovered Binoc-guy had settled into the lounge right next to his, binoculars dangling from his neck as he reclined, legs splayed and showing off even nicer muscle tone than Burke had noted from a distance.


  "Hi," Binoc-guy said, his voice friendly and warm.


  Burke realized he was staring at Binoc-guy's legs. Well, he'd started there and inevitably, his gaze worked its way upward to his crotch and now Burke couldn't quite figure out how to respond.


  "Uh. Hi." Burke shrugged, trying to act casual.


  "This lounger was empty, so I hope you don't mind that I sat down here."


  "Uh. No." Uh, fuck. Burke must sound like an idiot right now. A horny idiot.


  "I saw you were reading a Michael Connelly book..."


  At least the guy would know he was an idiot who could read. Burke's mood lifted.


  He stopped himself before another "uh" tumbled from his lips. "Y-yes. I'm a big fan."


  "Me, too." Binoc-guy smiled again, showing a nice set of nearly perfect teeth. "At least the Harry Bosch novels. I haven't read the Lincoln Lawyer ones. I am kinda tempted to see the film with Matthew McConaughey, but not really 'cause of the book, ya know?" He gave a charming little wink.


  Burke's heart fluttered and his cock might have followed suit. Thank God his sister had packed these baggy swim trunks!


  "They're okay. Well, pretty good, but I like Harry better, to be honest."


  "Good to know." Binoc-guy paused for a moment to check his watch, then turned his gaze back to Burke. "Would you– I'm so rude. I'm Staff. Staff Nelson."


  Staff? What the hell kind of name was that? Burke couldn't help looking at Staff's stuff. His thoughts wandered to London: Nelson's column, a huge phallic monument to the nation's most famous naval hero. He couldn't tell how much column there was with the board shorts. Burke gulped a little and forced himself to look at Staff's eyes. They were warm brown, with little flecks of green and gold, and the corners crinkled a lot when Staff smiled. Staff smiled a lot. He was smiling right now.


  "What's your name?"


  "Uh." Fuck.


  "Is that Scandinavian?" Staff chuckled.


  "Wha? No. It's Burke. I mean, my name is Burke. Burke Williams."


  "Burke," Staff paused to smile, his teeth bright in the sunlight. He licked his bottom lip and Burke felt his cock stirring again at the sight of the pink tip. "Burke?"


  "Yeah?"


  "Would you want to meet me for dinner later, around seven?"


  "Dinner?"


  "Yeah, it's the meal people eat in the evening. You do eat, right?"


  "Sure, I eat. I chew. I swallow..." Awww, fuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuck. Burke clamped his lips together and blinked a few times.


  "Let's start with dinner and see about the rest afterward, okay?"


  "Okay."


  Staff grinned and glanced down at his watch. "Excuse me, just a minute, okay?" Without waiting for Burke's reply he raised the binoculars to his face and zeroed in on a clump of trees near the edge of the resort.


  "So, watchya watchin'?" Burke kicked at his flip flop as he asked. He shocked himself by not only asking a straight-out question but by his own almost flirtatious tone. Crap. He hoped Staff hadn't noticed it. Then again, what was the point of flirting if not to send a message. Burke was out of practice at all this social stuff. One more point to Janalyn.


  Staff was still looking through the binocs. He probably hadn't even heard Burke. Then Staff lowered the glasses and turned toward him. "Birds."


  "Really? I'm totally into birdwatching, too." Damn, that sounded pathetic. It was pretty pathetic. As geeky as Burke admittedly was, birdwatching was one thing he'd never gotten into.


  "Look, Burke, I gotta go. I'll see you later, okay?" Staff slung his backpack over his shoulder and ran off through the woods.


  He'd scared off another one. He watched Staff's receding form, which slowed, turning to glance back at Burke with a little wave. "Seven o'clock, by the entrance to Pecker's!" Staff shouted.


  Burke waved weakly back. Maybe he hadn't scared him off. Yet.


  He ran back to his room to research birdwatching before dinner.


  CHAPTER 3


  Burke left his room two minutes before seven, wearing slightly crumpled Chinos and a long-sleeved button-down cotton shirt in teal. He'd showered, shaved, and taken care with his appearance and an extra-long shower, just in case Staff actually showed up and after dinner still wanted to hang out with him.


  When Burke got to Pecker's Bar and Restaurant, a five-minute stroll from his room, Staff Nelson was already waiting. His Chinos might have been slightly less crumpled and he wore a soft coral-colored cotton shirt with a few buttons undone in a sexy, casual way. Just enough for Burke to see the sharp outline of one very attractive collarbone when Staff turned to wave and put out a hand for a friendly handshake, his other hand cupping Burke's elbow in a warm, almost tingly manner that boded well for the rest of the evening.


  "You smell good." Staff smiled and his eyes crinkled in agreement.


  "Thanks." Burke didn't know what else to say, that his sister packed the body wash? No fucking way!


  "The food here doesn't look that great. Do you mind walking to the other side of the resort, to the Asian fusion place?"


  "You mean you don't want to eat a…." Burke leaned toward the menu in the window. "A Cock-a-dog? Goddamn, they can't be serious!"


  Staff laughed out loud. "I'd rather starve."


  "Me, too. Asian fusion it is."


  They strolled through the main bar area, past two swimming pools where a raucous party was in progress. This was clearly the most clothing-optional area of the resort and men in various states of undress were lounging around, in and around the water, some dancing to a local band, some making out, some really needing to get to their own rooms. A waiter rushed past them with a tray full of drinks, deftly avoiding several attempted bottom pinchers. A more formally dressed man, probably a manager, tried unsuccessfully to disentangle two men who had violated the no-sex-at-the-pool rule as well as at least one law of physics.


  Burke couldn't help staring at the Bacchanalian sights. Naked men and reggae definitely did not mix. He shuddered.


  "First time here?" Staff asked and quickened his pace.


  "Yeah. You?"


  "Definitely. Probably last. I didn't really come here for the... activities."


  "Me neither."


  They arrived at the other side of the resort, slightly out of breath. The restaurant had a seafood and nautical theme and the unfortunate name of Strokes, with canoe paddles and oars placed in prominence in the lobby, in case anyone didn't get the clever origin of the name. Burke held back a groan, but Staff chuckled and rolled his eyes at the name and décor.


  They were quickly seated at a table in the bar while they waited for an empty table in the restaurant. It was decorated in calm blues and pale greens, with a surprisingly tasteful if predictable underwater theme, despite the tired double entendre name. A projector shone a video of a variety of swimming fish across one wall, and the background music was a slightly more upbeat version of yoga music. Tinkling fountains and splashing water added to the nautical ambiance.


  They ordered drinks with ridiculous maritime punny names and chitchatted until their table was ready. Once seated, Staff picked up the wine list and flipped through the pages while Burke glanced at the menu. To his surprise, nearly every dish sounded delicious. The food couldn't be particularly high quality, considering the overall focus of the resort seemed to be to get guys paired up, but whoever had written the menu at least knew something about food.


  "Dinner's on me." Staff slid closer to Burke in the booth so he could read off the same menu.


  "It's an all-inclusive resort. Meals are included…" Burke wished he hadn't said that, because he liked the way Staff's leg felt pressed up against his under the table, and the way his fingers brushed Burke's as he pulled the menu closer.


  "Oh, right. Then I'll cover the wine." He waved the waiter over and ordered a bottle of some kind of Champagne and a bottle of French wine. "We'll order in a few minutes, unless you're ready now, Burke?"


  "Yeah... yes." Burke gave the waiter his order and Staff listed several additional dishes. Burke felt a little rude now that he'd made Staff look cheap and maybe forced him to order expensive wine. "You know a lot about wine?"


  "It's a passion of mine. One of them. What about you, do you like wine?"


  Burke got caught up on the word "passion" and didn't answer for a moment. "I don't know much about wine, but I like it. With food. Just wine tasting on its own doesn't really do much for me. I never know what I'm supposed to be tasting. You know, cassis or tree bark or worn saddle leather..."


  Staff let out a laugh loud enough to turn heads. "Worn saddle leather? Did you enjoy that one?"


  "Hated it."


  "I like how honest you are, Burke."


  "Honest?"


  "You didn't pretend to know a lot about wine, and you weren't afraid to say you're not really into it, even though I said I was."


  "I can be very honest, then."


  Staff smiled and Burke got a very warm feeling all the way down to his brand new underwear.


  The waiter returned with the Champagne and appetizers.


  They had a leisurely dinner, punctuated by discussions of books, films, and food, but nothing about work or where either of them was from. Burke felt an unusual freedom. He could make up anything about himself here. He wasn't going to spend more than a few days— maybe only a few hours— with Staff, so he could say anything. So could Staff. Maybe that was why he seemed to steer the conversation toward what Burke liked to do, rather than what he did for a living.


  "Are you going to tell me anything else about yourself?" Burke asked as they finished dessert and Staff waited for the waiter to bring his receipt and credit card. "Where you're from?"


  "Why? Do you define yourself by where you're from or what you do for a living?"


  Burke blinked. Usually he did. Staff's de-emphasis on those things was refreshing and sexy. "Not here."


  "I'll tell you something else about me later on, okay?"


  "Okay."


  "Would you like to come to my room?"


  "Yes."


  Staff laced his fingers through Burke's, starting a lighting chain reaction that zapped its way up one side of his body and down the other. Staff tugged and Burke rose from the booth and they left the restaurant.


  ****


  Staff's room looked exactly like Burke's down to the exact same painting of a fat pelican over the television.


  "Don't you like pelicans?" Staff asked and offered Burke a bottle of Mexican beer from his fridge.


  "I don't have an opinion one way or the other, but I think that artist should look for a new career."


  Staff nodded. "Oh yeah."


  Burke sipped on his beer. "Can I ask just one personal question?"


  Staff settled next to Burke on the couch and put his beer down on the coffee table. He licked his bottom lip again and Burke was ready to take back his request.


  "One."


  "What kind of name is 'Staff'?"


  Staff nodded. "Fair enough. It's not. I mean it's really 'Stafford' but that sounded too stuffy, and maybe like an English dog, so people just started calling me 'Staff.'"


  "Okay." Crisis averted. But Burke still wanted to know what was in Staff's shorts, and he wanted to know pretty soon.


  The sexual energy between them had increased throughout dinner and whenever their fingers or arms touched, Burke found himself increasingly attracted to Staff. Better, Staff was easy to talk to, liked a lot of the same things, disliked a lot of the same things, and didn't sound pedantic when he explained why the wine he'd chosen was so interesting. Burke liked the sound of Staff's voice, kind of low and rumbly in the back of his throat, like he'd just woken up from a fantastic dream.


  Staff took the beer bottle out of Burke's hand and set it down on the table. He looked into Burke's eyes and the next thing Burke knew, Staff's lips were pressed against his, warm and tasting slightly of beer, the pressure just enough to send shivers down through his toes into the floor and maybe a mile or two toward the center of the earth.


  Burke let out a little moan and kissed back, his hands going up toward Staff's shoulders, one hand sliding between his shirt and that collarbone he'd been thinking about kissing all evening. Their lips parted and their tongues met and made acquaintance. Burke pulled away and kissed his way down Staff's smooth neck, gliding his lips down to the collarbone and licking along it.


  It was Staff's turn to moan and pull Burke close. Hands reached for buttons, then skin, then fingertips sought nipples while they kissed and their breathing became shallow and insistent. Blood pounded in Burke's ears, through his veins, and warmth and pressure pooled between his legs. He slipped a hand down into Staff's pants and felt the silky touch of the head of his cock.


  Staff let go of Burke and fumbled with his own belt and zipper, giving Burke easy access to him. He leaned back on the couch and Burke slid between his legs and down to the floor, bending his head toward Staff's... staff.


  "Not yet. Come here." Staff pulled Burke back to the couch and went for his mouth again. He slid a hand toward Burke's belt and unbuckled it while the other hand did amazing things to Burke's right nipple.


  When Staff's hand closed around Burke's cock he thought he'd died and gone to heaven. The warm pressure, the perfect grip, the smooth strokes alternating with some thumb work around the slit and then Staff leaned down and teased the tip of his tongue around. Burke shuddered. It took every ounce of willpower not to shoot his load right then and there. He couldn't help spreading his legs wider and leaning back, giving Staff access to his balls and ass.


  "What do you like, Burke?"


  "Whatever. What do you like? I'm usually a bottom, but I'll–"


  Staff cut him off with a kiss. "What do you like, Burke?"


  "Do you have condoms?"


  "No." Staff sounded disappointed.


  Burke was shocked. And mad as fuck at himself for not bringing any of the three dozen Janalyn had packed for him. But he didn't want to look like he was expecting anything...


  "I don't either," Burke admitted


  "We can still..." Staff began, "finish what we're doing here... No need to rush into that."


  Burke couldn't tell if Staff was angry. As much as Burke wanted him, he wouldn't let anyone fuck him without protection.


  Staff leaned back down and continued where he left off, slicking a finger with his own spit and gently slipping it inside Burke while he used his other hand and his mouth on Burke's cock. One hand fondled his balls and Staff's mouth and tongue alternately licked and sucked and probed. It felt like Staff had six hands, all of them on Burke's body until it could take no more and gladly gave itself up in a shudder, grunt and groan, and Burke let months of loneliness and frustration out in a series of hot white spurts against the back of Staff Nelson's tight warm throat.


  Turns out Staff swallowed too, and with a smile on his face.


  Burke pulled him up and kissed him, Staff grinning against his lips as Burke tasted his own release on Staff's lips and tongue. He kissed his way down Staff's chest but was tugged up gently by his hair.


  "Let's get more comfortable, on the bed."


  Staff stood up, pants slipping down his hips just a little and his cock jutting out at the most delicious angle. Pre-come dripped from the slit, leaving dark marks on Staff's boxers and Chinos


  Burke nodded. Staff helped him up from the couch and they moved toward the queen-sized bed. A framed picture of the resort’s namesake, the ubiquitous white Cockatoo, hung over the headboard.


  He lay on the bed, after pulling the ugly blue and green bedspread off and tossing it onto the floor. Burke lay next to him and let Staff pull him close for a deep kiss. Staff's slight blond stubble tickled his lips and chin. Burke broke from the kiss and rolled Staff onto his back and slid his pants and boxers down his body, raining soft kisses along the way. Staff's cock was about average girth but long. Not porn-star long, just right, Burke thought.


  Staff stopped him as his mouth hovered inches above it.


  "Use your hand, at least to start. I want to see your face. I want you to look at me."


  Burke couldn't wait to taste it now, especially after Staff asked him not to just yet. It would feel good in his mouth, and probably up his ass at some point in the future. Staff trimmed his curls so his balls were visible, the sac tight and heavy, swaying as he moved.


  Burke took hold and slid his hand up and down Staff's cock a few times.


  "That's good. Look at me?" Staff asked, his voice soft, husky, smoldering. Burke never knew what a smoldering voice sounded like until now. His own cock stiffened again just at the pure sexual sound of it.


  He turned his gaze toward Staff's but it was too difficult to keep it there. Staff's eyes were dark with need and something else. Not pleasure. Kindness? Burke looked down again at what he was doing. He used both hands, one stroking while the other twisted along the head of Staff's cock.


  Staff made a little choking sound in the back of his throat and his hips kicked up against Burke's hands. He was pretty close and Burke had barely started. He slowed his movements and felt Staff relax a little. He kept up the same motions, but lessened the intensity.


  "Yeah, yeah, nnggghhh." Staff still stared at Burke.


  "Let me suck you, Staff?" Burke's mouth watered as Staff's grunts increased.


  "Not... yet... at the end...."


  Burke nodded and slowed his hand movements. He drew the pleasure out for Staff, sensing just when he was getting too close and backing off. Staff let out little whimpers each time. His nipples were hard, dark nubs pointing toward the ceiling as Staff's chest heaved and his hips bucked.


  As soon as Staff's eyes fluttered closed Burke leaned down and took his cock into his mouth, with a little swirl of the tongue up and down, tasting the man who'd given him so much enjoyment today before they'd even shared their first kiss.


  Fingers tightened in Burke's hair and Staff let out a sound of pure pleasure and came hot and hard into Burke's welcoming mouth.


  CHAPTER 4


  They fell asleep with their arms wrapped around each other. Burke woke once during the night to pee and when he walked out of the bathroom he noticed Staff was awake, watching him.


  "Hey." Staff's voice was husky.


  Burke said "hey" back and went to pick up his clothes from the floor.


  "You can stay... if you want, I mean." Staff sounded kind of unsure. Usually it was Burke who felt like a fool wanting the guy to stay over with him. "I'd like you to stay, if you want."


  "I want." Burke dropped his clothes on the floor and crawled back in bed. Staff was warm, his arms strong as they curled around Burke. The bed smelled like sex. Staff's lips brushed his cheek and then Burke heard deep, even breaths. He listened as Staff slept, enjoying the warmth and intimacy of being in his arms, then he, too, fell asleep soon after.


  The sun was already up when Burke awoke, though not long. He had no clue what time it was. This far south, the signal of the sun was a mystery to him. He was alone in bed but the aroma of fresh, strong coffee hit his nostrils.


  "Good morning." Staff was already dressed in another pair of baggy shorts and a tight pale-blue T-shirt that hugged his well-formed chest, giving just a glimpse of large, dark nipples below the fabric. He sat on the bed and handed Burke a mug of steaming coffee.


  Burke took a tentative gulp so as not to scald his mouth and throat. Best. Coffee. Ever. "Wow."


  "It's a special blend. I brought it and had the kitchen make it up for me."


  Burke took another sip of coffee and across the room a cell phone rang. Not his ring tone. He didn't even have his phone. Staff cursed under his breath and ran for the phone. He clicked it and the sound stopped.


  "My alarm. I have to go, Burke."


  "What?"


  "I have to take care of something right now."


  "Okay, I get it."


  "No. It's not that."


  Burke frowned but he sipped more coffee, hoping to put off the inevitable for just a moment or two longer. He wasn't going to give up that easy. Staff grabbed his backpack and slung the binoculars around his neck. Burke took that as a definite signal and he started to get out of bed, now more than a little self conscious to be naked in the daylight as Staff kicked him out.


  "Don't leave yet. Take your time. Finish the coffee." Staff moved toward the door as he spoke. "Would you want to meet me near the beach around noon? I'll take you to lunch." His tone, while rushed, still sounded sincere and inviting.


  "Sure."


  The door slammed shut before Burke had finished speaking.


  He took his time and he had another cup of coffee. Staff had left him here, alone in the room. If he wanted to get rid of Burke he had done a weird job of it. He wandered around the room as he sipped coffee, not bothering to get dressed just yet. He realized the curtains were open and a guy walking outside was staring at Burke, giving him a thumbs up and questioning glance. Burke shook his head and slid the curtains shut. He did feel a little sense of satisfaction that some stranger liked what he'd seen through the window. Maybe Burke wasn't such a loser after all, if someone at all propositioned him for sex.


  Loser. He'd felt like a loser the day before until Staff had started talking to him. Then Staff had run off, but he'd shown up for their dinner date and it had been wonderful. Everything had been wonderful. Burke wanted to know what was up with Staff. His constant running off and those binoculars! He half expected Staff to wear them to dinner! Or in bed!


  Against his better nature, Burke opened each drawer in the chest, one at a time, glancing in before rolling it shut again. Nothing interesting, at least on the surface. He wouldn't poke around in another man's drawers. He padded over to the bed and slid the nightstand drawer open. A brand new box of condoms sat next to a Gideon bible.


  What do you know about that? Why had Staff lied about not having any condoms?


  Burke felt disgusted with himself for snooping but he was a little hurt Staff didn't want to have sex with him. He got dressed and headed back to his cabin for a shower. He momentarily considered emailing Janalyn and telling her about Staff and decided that was not an appropriate discussion to have with his sister. Yes, she wanted him to get laid, but she probably didn't want to know any of the details.


  Burke laughed as he imagined her face if he did tell her.


  ****


  He headed for the pier after his shower. He'd signed up for a 9 a.m. sailing lesson so it was a good thing Staff was an early riser, or Burke might have missed it. He spent a couple of hours trying to remember the difference between lines and sheets— why couldn't they just call them ropes like normal people?— and avoiding getting hit in the head with the boom as they tacked back and forth in the slight breeze. The instructor suggested he take the afternoon class as well, when there would be more wind.


  Burke was heading back to his room when he glimpsed a familiar baseball cap out of the corner of his eye. He noticed Staff heading towards the woods again, and decided to surprise him.


  Staff moved quickly, and Burke kept out of sight, curious about what Staff was up to, moving farther away from the beach area, toward the edge of the resort. Within a few minutes, the fence separating Cockatoo from the co-ed resort next door came into view. He could hear voices carrying from the other side of the fence.


  Staff stopped and put the binoculars up to his face, concentrating on something— or someone— on the other side of the fence.


  Not likely a bird with all that noise over there. Burke felt his pulse quickening. What was Staff up to? Why had he said he was bird watching?


  Burke slunk up toward the fence, moving slowly so as not to get Staff's attention. As he got closer, he saw something that surprised him beyond words. He had to clamp a hand over his mouth to not shout out his shock.


  Bird watching! Staff had his sights trained right on a bird after all. Of the female sort. Human female. And topless!


  What the fuck? Burke thought he might be sick. Why was Staff ogling some topless woman? He thought back to the night before. Staff hadn't wanted to have sex with him. Was it because he wasn't really interested in men? Burke was confused. He turned his attention to Staff, who alternated staring through the binocs and writing in his little notepad.


  What was he writing? Burke noticed the woman was writing on a pad as well. Every time she wrote, Staff made notes.


  Was he watching her pen and not her... boobs?


  There was a glimmer of hope, Burke thought and watched this curious behavior.


  Another shout from the other side of the fence caught Burke's attention. The topless woman waved to a female friend and put her notebook away under her lounger.


  "You've got fifteen minutes to get dressed for the next round, Betty, what are you waiting for?" The friend's voice carried over the fence to Burke.


  "Just putting a few finishing touches down. I think it's going to be a winner!" The woman— Betty— grabbed the notebook, waving it in the air.


  "You win the competition every year. Why mess with a good thing?"


  "Ya think?" Betty scribbled something on the pad. Burke noticed Staff made another note on his pad.


  "I do know you'll lose if you don't get there on time," the other woman said and beckoned with an impatient wave before moving out of Burke's sight.


  "Coming!" Rita leaped off the lounger and headed away from view.


  Burke watched Staff put the binocs down and turn away from the fence, back toward the main resort area. He checked his watch and began to move quickly. Burke knew they were scheduled to meet in two minutes. Clearly Staff hadn't seen Burke following or watching him. Staff broke into a jog and Burke took a chance.


  "Hey, Staff!"


  Staff stopped in his tracks and looked around. With the trees, it was probably difficult for him to figure out where the voice came from. "Burke?"


  Burke moved into view. "Hey, I saw you head in this direction."


  Staff's face clouded over, and maybe a little bit of pink appeared on his cheeks. Burke decided to press on.


  "Birdwatching again? Maybe you noticed that red-breasted brunette over on the other side of the fence...."


  "Oh, Burke it's not–"


  Staff's guilty expression was enough. Burke didn't wait for an answer. He ran for his own room.


  CHAPTER 5


  Burke slammed the door shut and threw himself on the bed. He knew he shouldn't have come here. No, that wasn't the problem. The problem was thinking someone sexy and interesting and such a good kisser would really be interested in him. If he wanted to have fun at a place like this he needed to run around naked and play stupid games around the pool, or butter up some older guy. It was no different from a bar. The guys were looking for all the same things, only here at the beach it was easier to see what was under the shirts and pants. But people were as shallow as everywhere else he'd gone. As soon as he got home he'd figure out some other way of trying to meet someone who liked the same things he did, books and films and maybe he'd even learn something about wine. That was nice, drinking good wine with Staff.


  Staff. Just the name made Burke angry. He got off the bed and opened the mini-bar. He had his hand on a tiny bottle of designer-brand vodka that probably cost fifty dollars. He debated how much he needed a drink and began to pull it out of the slot that would automatically charge his credit card.


  A sharp knock on the door stopped him. "Burke! Burke, open up!"


  Staff.


  Burke let go of the vodka just in time. He grabbed beer instead. Only twenty dollars probably. Staff wasn't worth the price of the vodka. He untwisted the cap and sucked back the cold liquid as the banging continued on the door.


  "Burke? I'm gonna break the door down if you don't come out and talk to me."


  Oooh, tough guy. "Go away."


  "Can you give me a minute to explain?"


  "No."


  "Thirty seconds?"


  Burke didn't reply.


  "Ten seconds?"


  Burke smiled against his better judgment. He chugged the rest of the beer as he walked to the door.


  Without removing the safety chain he opened it a crack.


  "Ten... nine..."


  "Okay, thirty seconds, please?" Staff's hair was tousled and he was out of breath. Kind of like he'd looked in bed the night before. Burke liked how he looked and the way he sounded worried. He closed the door and before he could undo the chain Staff knocked again.


  "Hold your horses." Burke opened the door and stood there for a moment before moving away from the door so Staff could enter.


  "She's a chef."


  "Huh?" Burke had no clue what Staff meant.


  "She's Betty Dee, a TV chef. And she's got a restaurant in Santa Cruz... She's famous for a couple of dishes and she never ever gives recipes for them."


  "I don't understand."


  "There's a big cooking competition over at the next resort this week. I couldn't get a room over there, so I booked the week here to try and spy on her."


  Burke didn't say anything.


  "You're here at Cockatoo just to spy on a cooking competition, not because you're gay?" Burke thought about Staff not wanting to fuck him. But he was pretty good at blowjobs for a beginner. Burke was really confused.


  "I'm gay. It was just kind of good luck coming here." Staff's cheeks got a little pink again. "I'm a chef, too. Only I'm not a celebrity chef. I've been trying to see what she writes in that damned little notebook of hers. I had been following her around most of the time since I got here— as well as I could with the binoculars– but I got kind of distracted after I met you. I was a little worried I might have missed the chance to decode her secret competition recipe."


  "Recipe?"


  "Yeah. I think I got it. Or at least part of it." Staff's words tumbled out. He sounded pretty excited and rambled on about spices and herbs. Burke let him talk. He knew he probably sounded like that when he talked about computer stuff; he couldn't help it. Staff's eyes lit up and his voice got kind of soft and sexy, so Burke let him keep talking, mainly because Staff said Burke had distracted him from the spy mission. He liked how that sounded. Maybe Staff really did like him, even a little.


  "...thyme."


  "What time?"


  "Thyme, with a "T-H. The herb..."


  Burke shrugged.


  "She writes in some kind of code, but I figured it out. Or at least I think I did." Staff took a breath. "Want to see if I got it right? I'll cook it for you."


  "How?" Burke wasn't sure if he liked Staff assuming all was forgiven. But he did like that Staff wanted to cook something for him.


  "At Strokes. I'll see if the chef will let me use the kitchen to try it out."


  "You can do that?" Burke was kind of warming up to the idea. Well, mainly he wanted to see if Staff really could cook or whether all of this was just a huge lie. But why would he concoct such an elaborate story? If he wasn't interested in Burke, Staff could just go his own way.


  "I can ask, and hope he'll let me into his kitchen. After the lunch rush."


  "Oh." Burke was already pretty hungry after the sailing and stressing out.


  "Well, I was supposed to meet you for lunch today, wasn't I?"


  Burke nodded.


  "So, isn't this better? Your own private chef?"


  Burke shrugged.


  The corners of Staff's mouth turned downward, and the glint faded a little from his eyes. "You don't believe me, do you?"


  "I don't know yet. But I'd rather have you cook me lunch than anything they're serving in a place called Pecker's."


  Staff chuckled and the smile returned to his face. "Totally."


  Fifteen minutes later they were in the kitchen of Strokes. The chef had heard of Staff's restaurant and told him to help himself to anything he needed as long as he didn't get in anyone's way while they covered lunch service for the paying guests.


  Burke still felt upset about the whole spying and deceit thing. He sat on a stool near the back of the kitchen and watched Staff slice the heck out of a series of vegetables, wielding knives like a ninja. His gaze followed the motion of the blades and it dawned on him how Staff got all those little white scars on his fingers.


  "How long did it take to get so... masterful with the knives?" he asked.


  "Years and lots of slips." Staff grinned though he didn't take his eyes off what he was cutting.


  "What're you making for me?"


  "A chicken dish with a Middle Eastern twist. Damn, I should have checked to see..." Staff's voice trailed off as he muttered softly about herbs and spices again. He put the knife down and headed for a cabinet lined with dozens of jars and bottles of brightly colored spices and magical ingredients.


  Burke watched Staff grabbing at bottles, peering at labels and putting them back on the shelf, shaking his head. There was more muttering and possibly a couple of curse words. After a few minutes of this Staff let out a triumphant chortle and waved a small bottle of brick-red powder in Burke's direction.


  "They've got it! They've got it!"


  Burke didn't think he could have sounded more excited if he'd found the Holy Grail or a $600 million winning lottery ticket.


  "This is the stuff! I just need to mix it with some thyme and...."


  "That's the secret ingredient?"


  Staff nodded and his face brightened with a genuine ear-to-ear grin."Sumac!"


  "Her secret ingredient is poison?"


  "Not that kind of sumac. There are a few varieties."


  "Okay..." Burke wasn't very hungry anymore.


  "Trust me."


  If the restaurant had a supply of sumac with their spices, maybe it wasn't poison after all, Burke thought as he tried to smile.


  "I thought you said something about thyme."


  "I did. You mix them together for certain dishes and, well you'll see. Or taste. It's not a common combination outside the Middle East, which is why it didn't dawn on me what she was using."


  Burke watched Staff concoct a little paste of sumac, thyme, olive oil and maybe a few other things and spread it on boneless chicken pieces, which he then sautéed to a beautiful golden hue.


  The chef came by at one point to see what Staff was cooking, probably attracted by the delectable aroma, but he was waved away in a friendly but firm manner. Despite that, he brought a bottle of wine and two glasses, and quickly left the scene.


  In another pan Staff cooked some vegetables and then combined everything and served it on a bed of rice. It was fascinating watching his efficient movements. Burke wasn't very talented in the kitchen, though he did enjoy cooking. Usually he spent more time cleaning up from his culinary experiments than he did cooking or eating. But Staff didn't make any mess at all.


  By the time the dish was finished, Burke's mouth was watering at the amazing aromas emanating from the sauté pan. Staff's face was slightly flushed and he looked to be in seventh heaven. He plated his masterpiece and pushed it towards Burke.


  "Try it."


  "You try it first".


  "Afraid I'm gonna poison you?"


  "No. It's your creation, or at least the whole reason you're here, right? You should taste it see if it you figured it out."


  A crooked smile blossomed on Staff's face. "Here." He handed Burke a fork and picked one up himself. “Together?"


  Burke nodded and speared a piece of chicken. It smelled wonderful. He'd never heard of some of the ingredients Staff had used, but if they tasted half as good as they smelled...


  He waited for Staff to pick up a chunk of chicken then as if on cue, they both took a bite.


  Flavors exploded in Burke's mouth. Something sharp and tangy mixed with earthiness and fresh herbal notes. The chicken was moist and tender and well, it might have been the best thing he'd put his mouth in a very long time. With the exception of the previous night.


  "I was kind of thinking the same thing myself." Staff's voice wasn't much more than a whisper and he leaned forward and give Burke a spice-tinged kiss.


  Oh crap. Burke realized he'd said that thing about the chicken and putting things in his mouth out loud. But Staff had shared his sentiment. It still didn't lessen his near mortification. His cheeks burned but Staff winked and kissed him again.


  "Is it as good as what's-her-name's secret recipe?" Burke needed to shift the subject and their thoughts away from what he'd just said.


  Staff didn't answer right away. Burke's heart skipped a few beats. He wished he hadn't asked. He knew Staff would be heartbroken if he hadn't figured out the secret after all his planning and spying.


  Staff let out a sigh, then smiled. "You know, I think it's better."


  Burke grinned raised his glass to Staff, who clinked his and they both took long sips of wine before devouring the rest of their lunch.


  Half an hour later they were on the couch in Staff's room, working on a second bottle of wine. Burke felt a little tipsy, but the large meal he'd eaten, topped off with some pastries the chef brought them counteracted the alcohol. But his heart raced and felt even more nervous than he had the night before. Or that morning when he'd seen Staff spying on the topless woman.


  "What's wrong?" Staff put his wineglass down on the table and focused his attention and gaze squarely on Burke.


  Burke twirled his wineglass, avoiding Staff's eyes. He splashed some on his pants and that startled and embarrassed him, causing him to splash even more.


  Staff grabbed some tissues and helped mop up the mess.


  "Good thing it was white wine...." Burke said then shut up again.


  Staff dabbed at Burke's lap a few times then scooted close to him on the sofa. "Burke?"


  "I'm still kind of confused. About you. Us. Whatever."


  "Confused, how?"


  "Why don't you want to have sex with me?" Burke blurted, then clamped his mouth shut. He couldn't believe he'd just asked that out loud. Then again, it was probably better to just get this over with.


  "You're surprisingly direct. I figured you to be a little bit shy, but I guess I was wrong about that."


  Burke narrowed his eyes, then looked away.


  Staff put two fingers under Burke's chin and lifted his face. Burk blinked a few times, then a few more. He liked the feel of Staff's fingers on his skin, but Staff didn't seem to be as physically attracted to Burke. He was used to that, and he couldn't hide his disappointment. He looked at a spot on the wall behind Burke. A stupid painting of the fucking white bird. A cockatoo sitting on a branch in a jungle with sun streaming through a canopy of vines. Probably a Thomas Kincaide painting. God, he hated those.


  "Burke?"


  He'd missed whatever Staff had just said. He hoped like hell he hadn't ranted about the bird painting out loud.


  "I said I do want to have sex with you."


  "You do? Then why did you lie?"


  "I apologized about the binoculars and birdwatching already."


  "No. You lied about the condoms." Burke realized he'd just admitted snooping in Staff's nightstand.


  But Staff didn't get upset or even call Burke in it. "Yeah. I lied about that...." Now it was Staff's turn to look away, kind of shy. "I just didn't want to rush it, you know.


  "Yeah, I guess. We're gonna be here a whole week. Plenty of time for sex." Burke nodded, though he wasn't any more enlightened.


  "Are you just interested in sex?" Staff paused. "From me, I mean?"


  Now Burke was taken aback. He'd taken Staff's behavior as a kind of rejection while Staff had taken Burke's questions as an indication he was only interested in sex. And probably more food.


  "N-no. But I didn't see why else you would–"


  Staff cut Burke's words off with a finger on his lips. "That was a dumb question. If that's all you wanted, you would have had your own condoms." He laughed. "I had such fun talking to you at dinner, and I knew we could have gone farther last night. But I also knew I was kind of preoccupied with the recipe, so I didn't concentrate on getting to know you the way I really wanted to first. I needed to see if there was anything worth waiting for. And if there wasn't then, sure we could get to the fucking and say goodbye in the morning, or at the end of the week, or whenever, with no harm. But I thought there was something else, and I didn't want to risk blowing the chance..."


  "So, if you're not really into me, then we'll fuck?"


  "Yeah, something like that."


  Burke laughed. "So, wanna fuck?"


  "Absolutely not."


  CHAPTER 6


  Two days and many delicious meals later they were in Burke's room, sipping at glasses of pricey port and feeding each other dark chocolate truffles. They'd spent nearly every minute of every day together. They'd sunned and surfed. They'd slow-danced in the moonlight. They'd ordered obscenely named cocktails then slipped out of their swimsuits and made out in the pool, not caring who was watching. But alone, they'd still gone no farther than they had that very first night they'd spent together.


  "I think I gained ten pounds already," Burke said as he chomped on a mint-filled truffle. He leaned back into Staff's shoulder.


  "With all that swimming and sailing, I'm sure you're burning off some calories, too."


  "You're spoiling me with all this good food and good wine."


  "Good." Staff leaned over and kissed Burke.


  "I did have an idea for burning off more calories, though...."


  "Oh, really?" Staff's eyebrows rose.


  "Yeah. I thought we could do some birdwatching."


  "What?"


  "There are some pretty interesting birds around here."


  "Is that so?"


  "Well, I guess I can admit to you now that first day, when you said you were watching birds... well, I lied about liking birdwatching. But I went and researched local birds so I could impress you at dinner."


  "So that's why you kept bringing up the subject? I thought you were such a geek."


  Burke shrugged, feeling kind of stupid. Then Staff leaned in for a kiss. Nice and chocolaty with a bit of sting from the high alcohol content of the port. But delicious.


  "Forget the birdwatching. I had another idea...."


  It didn't take a rocket scientist to explain it, and in under a minute they'd pulled each other's clothes off and were devouring more than truffles.


  Staff pulled Burke close and kissed him harder and more insistently. Burke could sense that something had changed. He'd felt it too. They'd gotten so close, so quickly, and the spark between them only grew hotter and brighter. Staff's fingers left a trail of fire along Burke's skin, and Staff's eyes grew darker as his breath grew shallow. Staff knew just how hard to suck Burke's nipples or just where to lick under his jaw, and just how much pressure it took to make him squirm or explode. And tonight, Staff used everything he'd learned.


  "You know what I'd like?"


  "Tell me, Burke." Staff grinned.


  But Burke didn't answer. He opened the drawer and handed a vial of lube to Staff and took out an unopened box of condoms.


  Never one to do the expected, Staff put the lube down on the nightstand and went to work on Burke's left nipple, until Burke couldn't remember his own name. He wondered how on earth he'd survive making love with this man. All he knew was he couldn't wait to find out. Staff, however, was in no particular rush, and gave Burke's other nipple plenty of attention before licking a trail down his abs and treating his cock like it was a king.


  Burke wondered whether Staff was ever going to get down to business when he felt a slick finger make its presence known in the vicinity of his hole. Suddenly a whole finger was inside him and he let out a particularly undignified sound of desire along the lines of "oh yes more please now more more more." Staff grinned, the gold flecks in his eyes twinkling as he looked up between Burke's knees and slid another finger inside.


  When Burke regained some dignity and composure he grabbed a condom and unwrapped it. Staff rose up onto his knees so Burke could do the honors. He made sure to get in a few strokes and lap up the drops of pre-come welling in the slit, adding a gentle tug on Staff's sac before rolling the condom down over his cock. Burke nearly made a joke about lying back and thinking of England: Nelson's column and all that, but held his tongue. He just wanted Staff to get moving with the action. Burke was so hard and aching for release by now.


  Finally, the tip of Staff's cock eased its way inside, just the tiniest amount. Staff looked down until he made eye contact with Burke. In his gaze, Burke saw questions not answers, and he nodded a yes to every single thing Staff might be asking. Staff eased in a little more, filling Burke up, so slowly it felt like a dream. All the while, Staff held Burke's hips tightly, his fingers firm on Burke's flesh, heat searing its way down to Burke's balls.


  Staff slid inside inch-by-inch, spreading Burke open, drawing out the intensity of this first penetration.


  "You can go faster."


  "No, I can't. I'm so close right now, Burke." Staff added a soft groan to emphasize his own pleasure.


  For Burke it was exquisite torture. He wanted Staff in him, filling him, taking him, owning him. But Staff didn't speed up. He slid in all the way, till Burke felt his balls brush up against his ass. And Staff stopped. He picked up the pace as he began to move out slowly, then slipped back in again. He shifted position slightly and Burke felt pressure against the sweet spot inside. His breathing grew ragged and his body sent signals that overwhelmed his senses. He couldn't help meeting each thrust and he saw Staff's eyes closing, losing their eye contact, that he was fighting back his own impending orgasm.


  "Oh, God. I can't believe I let you make me wait three days for this!" Burke gasped out the words, glad to see Staff's smile in response. "Gonna be soon."


  Burke reached toward his cock and felt Staff's hand close over his own. It only took about two strokes and he hit it out of the park. Staff caught most of the creamy spurts in his hand. A moment later Staff gave up any pretense of control and with a loud grunt he came, too, hands tightly gripping Burke's hips. Burke lay back and enjoyed the feeling of Staff's cock spasming inside, imagining he could feel each pulse of come filling up the condom. The warmth and tingle of his own orgasm lingered as he saw pleasure spread across Staff's face.


  He watched as Staff licked come from his hand. Burke was shocked he'd had anything left to spurt. They'd been pretty active, even if this was the first time they'd had full-on— or in— sex. He liked knowing Staff enjoyed his taste, given that he was a chef and pretty picky about what he ate.


  Staff pulled out slowly and lay down next to Burke. "Next time, I want to watch your face when you come."


  Next time. Burke liked how that sounded. He still wasn't one hundred percent sure, but he wouldn't consider what they'd just done "fucking." He hoped Staff felt the same way.


  After they cleaned up, Staff snuggled up behind Burke, who settled against Staff's chest. It had been just about perfect, their first time. They'd waited just long enough to know each other's bodies and how to please each other, so there hadn't been any of that awkwardness and insecurity that accompanied so many of Burke's past random couplings, or even a first time with someone who became a longer-term lover. There had been mutual affection and friendship and desire to please the other, and maybe a hint of something more.


  Burke felt warm and happy in Staff's arms and traced a fingertip along the slightly raised ridges of the old scars on Staff's fingers.


  They were in nearly the same position when Burke woke the next morning. Staff's gentle snores sounded more like purring, but inside Burke felt a deep dark dread building. Despite the warmth of Staff's body, Burke began to shiver.


  "Burke, you okay?" Staff's sleep-filled voice rasped in his throat.


  "I guess."


  "What's wrong?"


  "I'm leaving in a few days."


  "Me, too. Did you want to stay here longer?" Staff leaned over and Burke saw the confusion creasing his brow.


  Burke shuddered even more at the thought. "No. No way. But... you never told me where you're from. Where you live..."


  Staff propped himself up on one elbow and pulled Burke around so they were face to face. "Didn't I?"


  Burke shook his head.


  "In Sonoma, wine country."


  Burke's heart raced. "That's not far from me. I live in San Francisco."


  "I know."


  "Did I tell you? You didn't want to talk about this before. You said no more details, no specifics."


  "Well, I wasn't too worried. I saw you at the airport, SFO. I mean, that suitcase stands out. So I figured you were pretty close to home for me. Then I kinda cheated. I snooped a little too, when you were in the shower the other day. I looked at your luggage tag. Just to make sure I'd be able to find you again."


  Burke felt warm and gooey in all the right places. He pressed himself up against Staff and felt the answering hardness against his hip.


  "Any interest in some casual fucking this morning?"


  "Nope." Staff kissed Burke, rolled him onto his back and nibbled at his neck and one nipple for a few moments, until he had Burke squirming beneath him, thrusting his hips up, seeking more friction.


  Staff slid the nightstand drawer open. "But I will help you use up all these condoms your sister bought."


  "Did you have to mention my sister?" Burke groaned, but the next thing Staff did with his mouth had nothing to do with words.


  And they never did fuck. Not in the strict sense of the word.


  THE END
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  See him? The one in the bottom of the pile? That’s me, Michael. And those two are my best friends, Dev and Sammy. My gay best-friends. I’m straight, by the way. I wholeheartedly love women. It’s just my fate that I have two gays as best-friends.


  The trouble is, I KNOW that they are both crushing on me. That somehow they both wish I’m theirs. But what Dev and Sammy don’t realize, they’re actually perfect for one another. Now I just need help to make them see what everyone else see.


  ~ Ami
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  SEE RIGHT THROUGH


  by Sara Winters


  Dev stared at Sammy over the table, his dark eyes narrowed to slits. The tip of his tongue darted out to moisten his lips before he pressed them into a thin line, his concentration on the chess board between them. It would work this time, as it always had. Sam was as easy to read as the play book he left lying around the house. With chess, one always had to think three steps ahead. Sam Marshall, though smart, could rarely see the bigger picture. That's what made him an easy mark. It's what made him swear off playing poker with his friends. And that's why Devin Salvo had smiled when he'd made his last move, confident this game would end in yet another win for himself.


  Sammy drummed his fingers next to the board. The battered card table shook slightly. "You're only stalling the inevitable," he said. "I'm going to beat you."


  He paused and Dev watched the telltale dart of his eyes to one side before Sammy returned the steady gaze.


  "Seriously, it's long past time for lunch," Sammy continued. The babbling was another giveaway. Dev had this in the bag. "I'd like to get something to eat before I pass out."


  "If you talked less and paid more attention, you'd win more often." Dev's smug, satisfied smile inspired a frown from Sammy and he glanced down at the board again before returning his gaze to Dev, a hint of doubt now creeping into the hazel eyes.


  "I've won plenty of times," Sam countered.


  Jumpy. Defensive. The final chink in whatever bravado had convinced him he had a chance of winning this one. All that remained was for Devin to deliver the final blow.


  "Not against me, you haven't." Dev flashed a small smile. Nothing that Devin counted, anyway.


  "I've beaten you twice."


  Out of hundreds of games in the two years they'd known each other. Sammy had played no less than three games a week with Devin, the only person he'd met that he couldn't beat with any regularity. Michael found the frequent beatings a source of entertainment. Devin got a personal thrill out of beating the only person he knew who'd been on a champion chess team in high school rather than an athlete like the rest of his friends. Of course, that didn't matter when your opponent could have you second-guessing your moves from the first touch of a pawn.


  Dev leaned back in his the folding chair, stretching his legs out beneath the rickety table. The toe of his shoe brushed against Sammy's. "You only beat me because I was sick. I was on enough medication a fifth grader could've won against me."


  "Only the first time," Sammy said.


  "And I was distracted the second time," Dev said.


  Sam chuckled. The smile brought out a small dimple to the right side of his mouth. "Right. What distracted you?"


  Dev looked up and smiled. "Michael."


  "Figures. He—"


  Dev cleared his throat and nodded at a point over Sammy's shoulder. "Hey, Mike. What's going on?"


  Their roommate closed the front door with his foot and nodded to the pair sitting in front of the window. If Michael's late parents were still there, they would've flipped over their son closing the door with his foot, possibly leaving a huge footprint in his wake. In spite of momentary lapses like that, Michael had kept his family's home nearly the same in the two years since they'd passed. The front room was still filled with pictures of Evan and Linda Russ and their only child, with a few sprinkled in of Michael with his best friend Devin. Mrs. Russ's comfortable sofa and chairs were still in top shape, the deep green and gold upholstery complimented by shining hardwood floors and gauzy white curtains over the large windows. Even the glass-topped tables had remained damage free. Michael liberally decorated the top with coasters so there were no excuses. The only addition since his parents had died was the rickety folding table Devin and Sammy used to play chess, partly for the additional height the coffee table didn't give them, partly so they could look out the window into the garden as they played, though Devin rarely allowed himself to get distracted.


  Michael lifted two large pizzas in one hand. "Grabbed lunch. You guys hungry?"


  Dev nodded, never taking his eyes off Michael. With sixfoot three inches of solid muscle and a smile that put the sun to shame, it wasn't difficult for anyone to figure out why his best friend was an occasional distraction. Whenever he walked into a room, Dev had trouble remembering his own name, never mind the best way to protect his queen from Sam's watchful gaze. All the attention was pointless, though. It didn't matter how many pointed looks he gave or the not-so-subtle flirting he did, he couldn't change the fact that Michael was straight. That didn't stop him from wishing for a sudden change of heart.


  "Always. Just let us finish this game," Sam said, drawing Dev's attention back to him and their game.


  "Do you know if Lee's home?" Michael asked. "I was hoping we could play a pick-up game after lunch."


  "He's not," Sam said.


  "We can still do that," Dev said, his attention once again diverted. A chance to get Michael into some shorts and an excuse to tackle him repeatedly? Count him in.


  "Granted, we've played rugby with four of us, but I don't think even we could pull off a three person game. One on one with a referee?" Michael asked.


  "Two against one sounds better," Sam suggested. He grinned, his expression turning lecherous as he eyed their roommate. Michael blushed and backed away a step, pizza held in front of him like a shield.


  "I don't think two against one would be quite fair," he said.


  "I think you're big enough to handle both of us," Dev put in. "I'd certainly be willing to give it a shot."


  "We promise it won't hurt," Sam said.


  "Speak for yourself," Dev added. He licked his lips.


  Michael opened his mouth to speak before shutting it quickly and shaking his head. "You're impossible. Finish your game."


  Barely glancing at the board, Dev moved his knight into position and plucked Sam's bishop out of play. "Checkmate." Smiling as Sam spluttered and stared at the board, Dev got up and followed Mike into the kitchen. As he approached, Michael closed the refrigerator door with his foot, bottles of water in each hand.


  "You really don't have to take us both on," Dev said, smiling as this earned another blush from his roommate. "I'll be happy to play with you alone."


  "I'm sure you would," Michael said, placing the bottles on the table. "I don't think Jessica would appreciate the competition, though."


  Dev's smile widened. "Who said your girlfriend has to know? I bet there's a lot of things you don't tell her." Devin walked across the kitchen, until he was close enough to reach out and trace the line of stubble on Michael's jaw. "You know I can keep a secret," he said, voice low. "I can do a lot of things you'd like." He stared at Michael a long moment, hoping to unnerve him as easily as he did Sam.


  After a few seconds, Michael leaned down and whispered back, "Not even close. Good try, though." He turned to grab paper plates from a cabinet.


  "You can't blame him for trying," Sammy said from the doorway. "You're not exactly beating him off."


  "Ooh, that sounds like a plan," Dev said.


  Michael rolled his eyes. He placed the plates on the island in the center of the kitchen and pulled out a stool to sit on. "Stop," he said to Dev. Turning to Sam, he added, "You guys are my friends. I don't care if you get a kick out of saying whatever you want when no one else can hear—"


  "He likes the attention and is too afraid to admit he's turned on," Dev said to Sam. Sam nodded and grabbed a plate.


  "But," Michael spoke louder to return their attention to what he was saying. "You both know you don't have the smallest chance with me."


  "You don't have to say anything in front of Sam," Dev began. "I know I'm wearing you down."


  Sam sat on one of the stools tucked under the island and opened the top box of pizza. "Mike, it's all right. If Dev wants his delusions for comfort at night, he can have them. I'll be here when you're ready."


  Mike handed around the bottles of water and reached for the other pizza box. "If you're both so hard up for someone, why don't you just skip the middle man and date each other? I think you'd be good together."


  "Just because we're both gay doesn't mean we're automatically attracted to each other," Dev said, grabbing a slice of pizza from the box in front of Sammy.


  "I didn't say you were," Michael said. "You just—"


  "Plus, Devin can't handle a man like me," Sammy said around a mouthful of pizza. "He gets off on going after men who he knows he can't or shouldn't have."


  Devin frowned, his eyebrows drawing together. "Is that your professional opinion?"


  "Did he ever tell you," Sam continued, "the last guy he was with had a girlfriend?"


  He'd also had serious questions about his sexuality that a weekend at a local hotel with Devin answered for him. And Sammy was wrong. It wasn't that he purposely went after men he shouldn't be with, it just happened that Devin always found himself attracted to men he knew wouldn't want more than he was willing to give— a commitment.


  With Michael it was different. He was a good friend, and had been since before Devin came out to him that night in eighth grade. The idea of being with him had always felt as natural as breathing. They'd been joined at the hip since they were ten, and it was partly due to his attraction to Michael that Devin learned to recognize and accept his sexuality.


  As for Mike's suggestion that he try Sammy instead, that was laughable. Where he and Mike were loud and outgoing, Sammy was quiet and reserved, preferring to stick his nose in a book than go out dancing on Friday night. It was a wonder they'd managed to talk him into joining the Savannah Lightning rugby team. The weekly practices and games were the only time Sam seemed to come out of his shell. Dev rarely saw a different side to him than the nerd who preferred to remain in the shadows. With Michael as Dev's ongoing fantasy, Sam couldn't compete.


  "I thought you said Jack was going through something," Mike said, turning to Devin. "I didn't think you meant he was looking to play around. Or was he?"


  "It wasn't like that," Dev said. "I didn't go after him, or try to seduce him. He came on to me and I just kind of conveniently didn't say no." Dev shrugged. "We both knew the thing was going to be temporary anyway, so that isn't relevant." He looked up from his food and smiled. "The point is, you've always been the center of my attention and you know it. And if we're being honest, a healthy bicuriosity is the reason we shared our first kiss. You just need to take the next step."


  Dev grinned as both Michael and Sammy choked on their food at the same time. Mike grabbed for his water bottle and took several long gulps before lowering it to stare at his best friend, his dark brown eyes wide with horror.


  Sam swallowed hard and looked back and forth between them. "Is that true or did you just make it up?"


  "I wouldn't lie about that," Dev said, never taking his eyes away from Michael. "You know what it meant to me."


  "You knew for sure that night," Michael said, nodding. Moments later, he looked away. "And as much as I care about you, I knew for sure that I— we would never be that way." He looked up again, a small smile formed. "Don't let the memory of that little experiment keep you from going after what's right in front of you."


  Devin picked up the slice of pizza he'd barely touched since they'd sat down. "Oh, don't worry about that. I've got my eye on the prize. It's just a matter of getting it to come to me."


  ****


  Pulling the front door closed behind himself, Sammy jogged down the front steps and fell into step behind Mike and Devin, close enough to catch snatches of their conversation, but far enough away that they were sure to leave him to his thoughts. Thoughts which, given the strange lunch conversation from the day before, were filled with the insults tossed his way by his roommate.


  Okay, so maybe he didn't come right out and insult Sam, but the face Devin made when Mike had said they might be good together wasn't exactly flattering. Devin's reaction had been nothing like the salacious thoughts Sam had when Michael made the suggestion. It wasn't as if they didn't have things in common. Besides working well together with the rugby team and their shared love of chess, Devin had a way of appealing to Sam's sense of humor that often had him laughing manically at the smallest joke. And Sam just got him, read Devin as well as any book when he thought he was being clever or hiding what he didn't want others to see. Devin had a soft heart and a great body and a way of bringing a smile to Sam's face just by teasing him or trying to bring him into the action. Being his friend was sometimes like being caught up in a whirlwind, one that usually left Sam feeling flustered and winded. Of course, that could be put down to feelings he'd rather not put a name to, but Sam wouldn't dwell on that. The sad fact was, Dev acted like the idea of anything more intimate than beating Sam at chess three times a week would be punishment.


  Would it? Devin could be pushy and loud and aggravating— all the frustrating things that sometimes made him a less than ideal roommate. And there were definite drawbacks to beginning an intimate relationship with a roommate, especially with another person in the house. Lack of privacy, a shift in expectations for intimacy, not to mention what would happen if it all fell apart. Not that any of this mattered. The entire possibility was rendered moot because Devin couldn't see it happening.


  This is wrong, Sammy thought, allowing myself to feel this way again because Devin doesn't want me. Dr. Willis would call it a textbook case of reverse psychology. Sam thought he'd gotten over the crush a while ago, but as soon as Dev implied he didn't find Sam attractive, those old feelings of inadequacy made him want to prove to Devin that he was worth wanting. Which was childish. Silly. Not worth either of their time to prove something that Devin didn't care to know and Sammy knew wouldn't change anything. It was the principle of it.


  Well, fuck principles. Proving the point could only get Sam in trouble of the sort he didn't need.


  The problem was, now, the idea had been planted. Nothing he'd said or done before had gotten Dev to notice him that way, but that didn't mean it couldn't be done. After all, Sam hadn't tried the direct approach. That could end well or... it could end with him questioning how he'd developed anything as hopeless as a crush on someone who'd put him firmly in the platonic friend category. As much as he knew it was a bad idea, Sam was sure a large part of him had accepted the challenge. He only hoped the sane part of him could intervene before he did something he couldn't take back.


  Michael glanced over his shoulder and waved Sam up with one arm, shifting his gym bag higher on his shoulder. "It's okay if you actually walk with us to practice, you know."


  Sam smiled and walked a little faster, closing the distance quickly. "I figured Dev needed some private time with you, so he can seal the deal."


  "Uh no," Mike said. As Sam got closer, Michael grabbed him by the elbow and jerked him forward, until he walked between them, the three of them blocking the sidewalk. "I think this is a good time for the two of you to get to know each other."


  "You can't be serious," Devin said. "We've been sharing a house for two years. We know each other well enough."


  "I mean something a little deeper. Sam only knows that you leave your stinky socks in the bathroom all the time and you know he likes to cook spicy garlic chicken at two in the morning."


  "Hey, only when I'm studying," Sam said.


  "And when you want the house to smell like Chinese food for two days."


  Sam shrugged. "I opened the window and turned the fan on last time I cooked."


  Devin rolled his eyes. "Which just made Lee invite himself over to eat. Speaking of which," he looked around, scanning the sidewalk behind them, "Where is he, anyway? Is he going to be late for practice again?"


  Again, as if the one time Lee Ashby had been late for practice had been a world tragedy. Of course, to Devin, anything that affected practice was a big deal. But even before Lee had joined the rugby team the previous year, Sam had noticed Devin hadn't really taken to their tall, attractive neighbor. Something about having another hot guy around triggered his territorial instincts. A bartender at Club One, Devin's favorite hangout, Lee received more than his fair share of male attention. The only way for Devin to assert his dominance was to order Lee around at practice, often chastising him more than the other players.


  Of course, Lee took no notice of any of this. Sam doubted anyone else noticed the rather subtle attempt at an ongoing rivalry on Devin's part, but he noticed everything. If there was one thing his years of studying clinical psychology had taught him, it was that no detail was unimportant. And if the tone of Devin's voice when he mentioned Lee was any indication, now was the perfect time to defend him or they'd all be running extra laps just to make up for Lee daring to act outside of their coach's strict timetable.


  "He might be late," Sam said. "He's going for a job interview. Simply Sinful is right by the park, so he shouldn't be too late."


  "Good," Devin said. "I want to go over a few things with him before the next game." Devin turned a bright smile on him and Sam stumbled a step. "I looked through your play book. I still believe good rugby play is about acting on instinct, but I think we can implement a few of your ideas into our next game. We'll try some of them out today."


  Sam returned his smile. That was high praise coming from their picky coach. It was a wonder he'd gone through the play book at all. Dev's idea of a strategy was to yell at someone to go left and further out in the middle of a game, but the casual coaching style worked for the most part. Players felt safe to react in the moment and other teams found their unpredictable style difficult to counter most of the time. It didn't hurt that everyone was fast on their feet and a few of their larger players were rougher than most.


  "Instinct is fine, but sometimes you have to have a good game plan. Adaptable."


  "Yeah, speaking of plans, you know what he's doing, right?" Devin motioned ahead of them. Michael had taken off down the sidewalk, a figure in the distance that grew smaller by the second. He had almost reached Forsyth Park. "He's serious about this crazy plan of his."


  It's not that crazy, Sam thought. He rolled his shoulders, trying to loosen the knot between them. "I don't know what you're worried about. He can't set us up if we don't want to be."


  "I'm not worried," Devin countered. "I don't like that he's trying to push us together. It'll be awkward."


  "It won't be awkward," Sammy said. "We just ignore him. Though you're not so good at that, are you? Every time he brings Jessica home, you freak out."


  "His bedroom is next to mine."


  "By your own choice."


  "So you're saying you don't like me coming into your room in the middle of the night to escape the noise?" Just like that, Devin's small smile eased the tension between Sammy's shoulders. Instinctively, Sam smiled back and walked closer. He knew how much his psychology textbooks bored his roommate. He was sure Michael's love life was the only reason Devin sometimes joined him for his late night study sessions. He supposed Dev would put up with anything to avoid the sounds of Michael and his new girlfriend going at it half the night.


  Regardless, Sam enjoyed the intimate time with him, watching Devin lounge on Sammy's bed in his South Park pajama bottoms, telling jokes with a sleepy smile, his ear-length dark hair spread on Sam's pillow. There had been quite a few nights when Sam had been kept awake because Devin's smell was in his room, all over his sheets. More nights than he cared to admit, even to himself, when just the smell of Devin's shampoo alone had him taking himself in hand and wishing for a different reality. One where Sam didn't have to imagine that Devin's hand was in the place of his and Devin came to his room for a different kind of late night fun. He had to stop doing this to himself.


  "I'm saying when he gets up in the morning and sees you coming out of my bedroom, he gets ideas about what kind of roommates we are," Sam said. "You do have a lot of friends with benefits."


  "Used to," Dev corrected. "I don't do that anymore."


  "Got tired of it?"


  Devin shrugged. "Everyone's getting into relationships. Hard to play without a playmate. And to tell the truth, I don't hate the idea of being in something long-term myself."


  "So, why don't you? It won't be hard for you to find someone."


  "Good to know you think I'm hot." Devin grinned.


  Sam began fervently hoping Dev would attribute the sudden flush of his skin to the warmth of the day. And he thanked his lucky stars that Devin couldn't read him as easily as Mike had. That little quip about how good they'd be together hadn't come out of the ether, and Sam had blushed so hotly, he'd thought Dev would be able to feel the heat radiating from his skin. As it was, Devin felt nothing more than platonic friendship. And, apparently, annoyance with his cooking habits.


  "I think you have your own kind of gruff charm," Sammy said. "You know, for an attention whore with boundary issues." Though he'd said it with a casual, joking air, Sam had come off a lot harsher than he'd intended. He regretted the words as soon as they were out.


  "What?" Devin stopped in the middle of the sidewalk for a few seconds before he took several extra large steps to keep up with Sam. "That your official diagnosis? What brought that on?"


  "Nothing." Sam glanced down either side of Drayton Street before crossing into the park. "Just that I can see why you don't want to be set up with someone, especially me." Sam reached the edge of the practice field and dropped his gym bag to the ground. Seconds later, Dev did the same.


  "What do you mean?"


  "Are you sure you want to hear this?" Sam asked. As if anyone would want a full psychological breakdown of their shortcomings. Sam had trouble keeping his opinions to himself most of the time, and most of his friends had learned to not ask him for advice unless they wanted a professional-grade opinion, which wasn't often.


  Apparently, Devin was up for the doctor-patient conversation today. After his nod, Sam continued. "Think about it. I wasn't kidding yesterday when I said you want what you can't have," Sam said. "You are charming, to a lot of people. You have no problem going out and meeting men, talking to them, buying them drinks, whatever gets them to be interested in you. If you don't want to be alone in bed, you don't have to be. And you say you don't hate the idea of being in a relationship, but the person you want is someone you know you'll never have," he said, gesturing to where Mike stood talking with a teammate.


  "You like Michael too."


  Sammy nodded. "Yes, I'm attracted to him. He's hot. And he's a good guy. But I have no illusions about where that's going. I guess it's different because you've known each other since you were kids, and you've kissed once, but it's obvious to everyone else who knows him that he'll never want to be with a man. You've been friends for years. And you lived alone for a few months before you got me to move in. If it was going to happen for you, wouldn't it have happened by now?"


  "Not if he's not ready."


  "Right. If kissing you when you were thirteen and being at your side pretty much every moment since didn't make him ready, what will?" Sam found he couldn't look Devin in the eye during his little speech. It was difficult enough telling Devin the unvarnished truth when the whole situation was none of his business, friend and housemate or not. He was the last person who wanted to discourage someone from pursuing a dream, even if it was pointless. He supposed that wasn't practical for a future therapist, but he rarely allowed himself the indulgence of analyzing his friends and advising them the way he would if they were his patients. He wouldn't like it if it were done to him and he could tell from the stiff set of Devin's jaw, he wasn't thrilled with what he was hearing. Still, Sam had to get it all out there. This might be the last chance he'd have to tell Dev exactly how he and Mike saw the situation.


  "My point is, you're great at connecting to people, when you want to," Sam continued. "You're the life of the party and there's a lot about you someone could appreciate, if you gave the right someone the chance. But you constantly surround yourself with people who don't want what you say you want because you're holding out for a fantasy. And Mike loves you like a brother so he's not going to outright reject you. He would never hurt your feelings that way. But he sees the way you look at him and trying to set you up is his way of saying it's not going to happen." Sam finally let himself look back up at Dev. The other man's gaze was on Michael, the best friend who would never reciprocate his feelings.


  "I get that you're not into me, but you should know when Mike realizes it's not going to work with us, he'll try to set you up with someone else. He wants you to be happy and he knows he's not the guy to make that happen."


  A long silence passed before Devin asked. "How do you know that's what he thinks? He's never said anything like that to me."


  "Mike and I talk. That's why he said you should get to know me better. He has and for some reason he thinks we'd be good together," Sam said. He hadn't realized it until his speech was over, but Michael's concern about Devin's love life had been a frequent topic of late. Mike was serious about getting him settled down with someone, if only because he didn't want Devin to be alone when he got more serious about his girlfriend. For all his own unresolved feelings, Sam wanted Devin to be happy, and he would give just about anything to be the reason.


  "He told you all this about me?" Devin turned back to Sam. Sam tried to read his expression, but Dev broke eye contact after a few seconds, staring at a point across the park. Sam followed the line of his gaze. There were only a couple handfuls of people in the open space of the next field. With the early April heat index kicking in at ninety degrees, it was a safe bet more people were hiding out from the midday sun at home or reveling in it at Tybee Island beach. The fifteen members of the Savannah Lightening had the biggest gathering at Forsyth.


  Sam turned to study Devin's profile and frowned. This is what Sam had been afraid of, that opening his big mouth would possibly cause a rift between the two friends. It was probably unsettling for Devin to realize his friends had discussed his private life in that much detail, but the truth of it was, they did it because they cared about him. He only hoped the way Devin was avoiding looking at him didn't mean more than shock at his words. The last thing he wanted was to hurt him in some way.


  "No, some of it I guessed," Sam said. "You were right earlier. We do know each other well enough. At least, I know you."


  "You're saying I don't know you very well?" Dev asked.


  "I'm saying you won't let yourself," Sam responded. "You only see me a certain way, which is fine, because we're good as just friends, right?" Bending over, he pulled their practice ball out of his gym bag. Handing it to Devin, he reached for the play book. "Come on, let's start warming up. I'm ready to get things started."


  ****


  It wasn't by accident that practice was a little harsher than usual, with Devin barking out orders at his teammates between plays. The exception was Sam, who he seemed to completely ignore, even when he fell flat on his back while attempting a goal kick. After Lee kicked the ball over the goal line for the fourth time in succession, he turned to Devin while another teammate retrieved the ball.


  "Tell me you're ready to call it a day," Lee said. He armed sweat off his forehead, frowning when he looked down at his arm. Pulling off his shirt, Lee used it to dry his face and wipe sweat from his chest and arms. "I know you want it to be perfect, but I think we're all about done." He looked around at the rest of the team. Everyone was either sitting on the ground or leaning over, panting to catch their breath in the sweltering Georgia humidity.


  "Fine," Devin said. After running that last play a fourth time, he wasn't sure any of them were moving at even half speed anymore. It was just as well. He wasn't getting anything out of running the team ragged other than resentment from them for having to work this hard on a day when the sun wasn't having any mercy on the lot of them. And watching them sweat it out wasn't doing anything to beat down the real source of his frustration— the informative little chat he'd had with Sam before practice. Devin knew he'd asked for it, but that didn't make hearing his shortcomings any easier, especially from someone who was currently undergoing training to help people with their problems. He never wanted to feel like he was under Sammy's microscope again. Or worse, like Sam felt sorry for him because he'd been carrying a torch for Mike all these years.


  Devin clapped his hands together to get everyone's attention. "All right, guys. Good practice. I'm sorry I kept you out in the heat this long, but with the Shamrocks game coming up at the end of the week, I don't want to take any chances of a repeat."


  A collective groan went up as everyone remembered the horrifying 19-4 loss they'd suffered at the hands of the other team, who'd been down one man the last time they'd met. The loss had affected their momentum for the three games that followed, causing them to lose the opportunity to compete for the regional cup the previous season. No one wanted to see that happen again.


  "We'll do a light practice Saturday morning, it shouldn't be too hot at 9. I'll see you all then." Dev caught Sam's eye and then turned away, heading to where he'd dropped his gym bag. He'd squatted down next to it to root for a dry shirt when a shadow passed over him. "Whatever you're going to say, I don't want to hear it. What you said before was enough."


  "Something going on?"


  Devin looked up to squint at Michael. "Oh, it's you. No, nothing's going on."


  "Right, that's why you've been pissy since I left you alone with Sammy." Michael's eyebrows lifted in question. "Something happen there?"


  "No," Dev said quickly. Too quickly. He turned away from Michael's knowing smile. Pulling the shirt from his bag, he immediately removed the sweat-stained tee he'd worn to practice.


  "Woo! There's the show everyone pays to see."


  Devin looked over his shoulder to see Lee coming up fast behind him, Sam close on his heels. Turning away again, he slipped the dry shirt on and shoved the sweaty one to the bottom of his bag. "I'll see you later." Before Devin could take more than a couple of steps, Lee stopped him with a hand on his wrist.


  "Whoa. Where you going? I've got to ask you guys something," Lee said. "What are you doing tonight?"


  "I've got a date with Jessica," Mike said.


  Sammy shrugged. "Just the usual. Studying. Maybe a movie."


  Devin said nothing.


  "I'm working on some stuff tonight and I could really use everyone's input," Lee said. "Would you mind coming to my place, say around 11?"


  "That's really late," Sam said.


  Lee smiled, his pale gray eyes lighting on the other man. "Don't worry. I'll make it worth your while to stay up." He turned to Devin and his smile faltered a bit. Not surprising given the way Devin had been ordering him around for the past hour and a half. "How about it, Coach? A little after dinner hang out time at my place?"


  "I think... I have some stuff to do." Like not be around someone who always managed to get under his skin, no matter what kind of mood he was in. And Devin was definitely not in the mood to be a part of Lee's command audience. The sad part was, he couldn't bother to come up with a decent excuse. It probably wasn't the best idea to say he didn't care to watch the two flirt all night. Lee flirted with everyone, though it wasn't until the last couple of practices that Dev noticed Sam responding. Sam didn't seem quite as reserved when the fullback put his arm around him or teased him about his late night cooking habits. The two had begun spending more and more time together and if Mike wasn't going to the late night party, Devin had no wish to be the third wheel on their date.


  Sam frowned and crossed his arms over his chest. "I won't be going over until I'm finished studying. I'm sure you can find a little time to hang out."


  "We'll see," Devin said. He picked up his bag and slung it over his shoulder. "I'm going to get some lunch. I'll see you guys later." He heard Sam ask him to wait up, but he took off down the sidewalk as if he hadn't, feeling every bit the heel as he did so. What did it matter if Sam and Mike both thought Dev could do better than meeting a different guy every weekend if that was what he wanted? It didn't. Not at all. However, it did matter that Sam had pegged him as a headcase, purposely keeping himself out of potential relationships because he was waiting for Mike to come around. As if the other man could see 'fool' stamped across Devin's forehead. Not that Sam had been far off the mark, but that didn't make any of what he'd said easier to hear.


  It wasn't that he expected Mike to magically come around one day, it was that Devin knew how good they could be together if his friend left himself open to the idea. He needed his best friend in his life. What better way to guarantee that wouldn't change than if they were together, in all ways? It had stopped mattering a long time ago that being with Michael was an unrealistic dream. What mattered was, in spite of all Devin's faults, he always had Michael's love and respect. If what Sam said was true, Dev had the sinking feeling the latter might be slipping out of his reach.


  ****


  "How was your lunch?" Sam continued to set up the chess board, not looking up when Devin sat across from him. Sam had showered after practice and changed into his favorite worn Nike shirt and faded cotton shorts, both of which molded to his small frame like a second skin. His short, dark hair stood up all over his head, frizzy from the oppressive heat.


  Devin dropped his gym bag to the floor and leaned back in his chair. No comment on how he'd run away from the park earlier? Good. Devin wasn't up for a soul-baring discussion.


  "It was all right," he answered after a moment. "I think it was a mistake for them to put that McDonald's on Broughton Street. I'm going to get fat from all the cheap, crappy food."


  Sam shrugged. Devin knew he'd signed the petition to keep the restaurant out of the popular downtown shopping area, but the draw of money to the street had been too tempting. The city was happy to have something in a long-vacant building and people on a budget could fill up on all the meat-like product and inexpensive meals the employees could produce. A win for everyone except those who wanted to preserve the integrity of the historical space and encourage tourists to support local businesses.


  "Cheap fast food tends to be bad for you," Sam said. "You know you can shop on a budget and still have decent, filling meals."


  "Yeah, but it's so much easier when someone else does the cooking."


  It was an old argument between them. Exasperating for Sam who, if he was not always health conscious, was at least self-sufficient in a kitchen. That was one of the things he and Lee had in common. Just about every time Devin saw them together outside of practice, one had cooked something he wanted the other to try. Lee had dinner at their house more often than Michael some weeks. That was another reason why Dev didn't understand Mike's statement that he and Sam would be good together. It was obvious, perhaps only to Devin, that Sam had far more in common with Lee and the interest between them definitely went both ways.


  Dev watched in silence as Sam finished setting up the black pieces on his side of the board. He tensed when Sam looked up at him and then back at the board quickly, focusing on what his first move would be. It was a different pawn every time, but Devin had learned to read most of his opening moves. A far left or right pawn meant he was going for a longer game, trying to draw out his opponent's most aggressive pieces. A center pawn meant he was going for a quicker game and wanted to give himself an advantage.


  Sam always had some kind of advantage, whether he knew it or not. Dev made it a point of remaining as silent as possible during their encounters because it was easier for Sam to distract and then beat his opponents if he kept up a steady stream of chatter. Dev's silent act served a different purpose. It gave Sam too much time to think, and then overthink, all of his moves and attempt to second-guess what Dev would do next. His hyperactive brain was his weakness most of the time. This time, though, Dev wished Sam would stay silent and not try to continue their conversation from earlier. It had been hard enough talking himself out of being upset over what Sam had shared with him. Devin wasn't sure he'd be able to keep his remaining bitterness to himself if Sam brought it up again. Maybe it'd be better if they didn't spend any time together at all.


  "I should jump in the shower. I probably smell like musty balls or something."


  "You're fine," Sam said, glancing up briefly again. "You didn't sweat nearly as much as everyone else." He paused, letting that comment hang in the air. "Unless you don't want to play with me." Sam looked up again, this time holding Devin's gaze with his until Dev looked away.


  "No, I've got a little time." Devin swallowed hard. Geez, the air in this room was suffocating. Was the AC out again?


  "So, nothing to do this afternoon." Sam's words were slow, drawn out as he wiggled his fingers over a pawn near the far left. "Nothing earth-shatteringly important?" He looked up again, eyebrows raised.


  God, was this all about him blowing Lee off? Of course. Wouldn't want to hurt his feelings, would we? "No, but I can find something to do if you'd rather not play. I thought I'd rest up before I go out later."


  "Ah," Sam said. He reached for a center pawn and moved it one space. "So you'd rather get wasted with some club rat than hang out with your friend and neighbor for one night."


  At least Sam had the foresight to refer to Lee as a neighbor and not one of Devin's friends. He wasn't up to pretending he wanted to be around Lee any more than Lee wanted him around. He probably only invited him over to be polite. After all, how would it look if he invited Mike and Sam, but left Devin out?


  "I think you know the answer to that." Devin picked up a black pawn and moved it.


  "I thought I knew some things about you, but I could be wrong. About a lot of things." Sam added that last comment in a mumble just before grabbing another pawn and shifting it to one space.


  "Like what?"


  Sam sighed and looked up from the board. "I thought you could handle what I had to say without having a hissy fit."


  "I didn't have a hissy fit." No. What he had was frustration that he couldn't change Mike's mind and, deep down, the knowledge that Michael's refusal to try for a relationship was the right move. It sucked that it took another person to point it out to him.


  "No, you let your teammates suffer in potentially unsafe conditions without a break because you were too busy being mad at me and Mike to think about what you were doing," Sam said. He quickly followed Devin's chess move with one of his own.


  "You guys were fine."


  "And if someone had passed out or worse, would you have been the one to explain why to the EMTs or their family?"


  Devin looked down to avoid Sam's glare.


  "Fine. I should've been paying more attention to the weather. Happy?"


  "No." Sam watched Devin move another piece and then quickly moved his knight, taking it. "I want to know what part of this you have a bigger problem with. Call it curiosity on my part."


  "What do you mean?"


  "I mean," Sam began, "is your issue that Mike and I have talked about you a few times?"


  Now it was a few times? Devin frowned.


  "Are you bothered because he says he could see us together? Or is there something else?"


  Sam's voice had grown quieter with that last question. Devin looked up from the board to see something he'd never thought he'd see from Sam. An expression that, on anyone else, would've been more than curious. It was open, vulnerable. A naked longing that disappeared as soon as Devin was sure he knew what it was, to be replaced by Sam pressing his lips together and looking down at the board again.


  Wow. Okay. That made this conversation a hell of a lot more interesting. Maybe Sam had spent so much time analyzing Devin because he wanted to know if he had a chance. Devin wasn't sure how he felt about that.


  "I'm not in love with the idea that you guys have talked about me," Devin said. "It's strange."


  "I'm sorry our conversation made you feel that way," Sam said. "I honestly wouldn't have said anything if you didn't want to know."


  "I know, I asked for it," Devin responded. "About... us." Dev looked up in time to see Sam's expression change before the mask slid back into place. "You don't think it's weird?"


  Sam's lips trembled as he fought down a smile. "I think," he began, reaching across the table, "life is full of possibilities." He touched the back of Devin's hand with the tips of his fingers, gently stroking the skin. "If this isn't one you want to take advantage of, then you shouldn't feel pressured to do so."


  It wasn't Devin's imagination that the temperature in the room had risen. It was one thing when Sam was getting into his head on a purely academic level. It was another thing when Sam looked at him from beneath thick lashes as if he could unravel Devin from the inside out if given half the chance. And he so wanted that chance. Holy hell. The little nerd was trying to seduce him.


  "I don't feel pressured. I feel..." Confused. Surprised. A little horny. More confused. To distract himself from the dirty direction his thoughts were taking, Devin turned his attention back to the chess board. Somewhere between needling him about taking off and getting all touchy-feely, Sam had started to win this game. Devin frowned and moved his knight to block Sam's path to his queen. Several moves later and Devin had the advantage again. Until Sam's leg moved against his.


  "What are you doing?"


  "Stretching my legs. There's not much room under the table. Maybe we should play on the floor. Or upstairs," Sam suggested.


  Devin wasn't sure what Sam wanted to play, but the look on his face said it had nothing to do with a chess board. Time for a subject change.


  "How come I haven't seen you play with Mike lately?"


  Sam shrugged. "He's given up trying to challenge me," he said. "I suppose he realizes some things are inevitable."


  Another small stroke on the back of Devin's hand. This time, he swore he felt a corresponding ache in the small of his back and up the inside of his thigh, the sensitive parts of his body that always responded the most when a lover gave them the right kind of attention. His mind might be reeling at the idea, but his body wasn't opposed to getting to know Sam a lot better. Dev had to refocus on the game. The chess game. The little figurines on the board in front of him that could've been army action figures for all the concentration he had now. Devin reached towards the board, letting his hand hover over the back row of pieces.


  "What are you thinking about?" Sam asked.


  "Beating you."


  "Kinky. Be careful if you decide to try it. I've got sensitive skin."


  Devin knocked over one of his knights.


  Smirking, Sam picked it up for him. "I'll consider than an accident, not a concession."


  "I should go."


  "Oh, to get ready for that hot date you don't have lined up with those friends who are busy with relationships now?"


  "Sam, don't."


  "What?" He pulled his hand back across the table. "I want to spend time with you tonight. You'd rather run off and avoid me. I thought we'd gotten past you being upset about what I told you."


  "I don't want to hang out with Lee, all right?"


  Sam frowned. "Do you really hate him that much? I don't get what your problem is with him. He's really nice. He's funny. He'll even cook for you so you don't have to eat that deep fried, chemical-filled crap anymore."


  "Yeah, he sounds wonderful," Devin said. He pushed back from the table and grabbed his gym bag. "Enjoy your date with him tonight. You'll have a lot more fun without a third person there."


  When he went upstairs, Sam didn't bother calling for him to come back. This time, he got the message.


  ****


  Tease. There really wasn't a clinical term for the way he'd acted around Devin. And there was no mistaking the other man's reaction: body-rocking heat in the form of a promise to return whatever was given to him tenfold. Before Sam had screwed it up. The look Dev had given him before he closed himself off had been, frankly, inspiring. So much so, Sam had trouble focusing on anything but fevered imaginings of what it might feel like to kiss him, to have Dev's hot tongue and quick hands all over him, doing his damndest to make Sam pay for teasing him.


  He needed to do that again.


  "Earth to Sam," Lee said. He leaned over the dining room table and snapped his fingers in Sam's face. "Don't tell me you're still worn out from practice."


  "No, I took a nap," Sam responded. He looked around. He must have really been out of it. In the time he'd been contemplating just how to get Dev to come around to his way of thinking, Lee had laid out a plate of eclairs, three plates of cookies and what looked like danish fresh out of the oven. Lee had invited them over to try his offerings— his way of auditioning for a job at a local bakery. Since Mike had a date and Dev was off somewhere sulking, that left Sam to give Lee his unvarnished opinion.


  "I'm not going to be sleeping again anytime soon, am I?"


  "I don't know, you seem pretty out of it," Lee said. "What's up?"


  "Nothing." A lie. One so bad Sam didn't blame Lee for his skeptical look. Sam sighed. "It's Devin."


  Lee sat next to him, gray eyes sparkling with humor. "Ooh, I knew it. Mike told me he was trying to get you guys together. So, tell me, is he a good kisser?"


  "I wouldn't know. He ran out of there so fast, the paint practically peeled from the walls," Sammy said. "All I did was talk to him."


  Lee raised one eyebrow. "That's all you did?"


  Oh hell. Was he that obvious? Sam's cheeks warmed. "I... fine. I may have been a little less subtle than I could have been, but it wouldn't work any other way with him. He thinks you and I have a thing."


  Sam and Lee stared at each a long moment, each contemplating the possibilities between them. Then they burst out laughing. Sam reached for a cookie.


  "Seriously?" Lee asked. "You're sweet and all, but you're like a little brother to me. Want me to tell him that?"


  "No, please don't talk to him." Sam chewed and swallowed the cookie he'd shoved whole into his mouth. "He'll be upset that I talked to yet another person about him. Mm, these are good," Sam said, reaching for another cookie. "Besides, he doesn't like you."


  "I kinda picked up on that. Good sign though, right?"


  "What do you mean?"


  Lee motioned to the middle plate of cookies and Sam picked one up. The ribbon of rich melted chocolate inside it made him nearly fall off the chair. He moaned and stuffed the rest of it into his mouth. Trust Lee to find his weakness when Sam was finally getting the hang of sticking to his New Year's diet. He was going to have to do 500 crunches to make up for the cookies alone. Of course, it would help if he wasn't trying to make himself feel better about the situation with Devin by appeasing his long-neglected sweet tooth.


  "He flat out told you he thinks something's going on between us and he doesn't like me. You don't think those two facts are related? You see the look on his face every time we're together," Lee said.


  "You think he's jealous?"


  Lee nodded. "I don't even think he knows it. He's been acting that way around me for so long... man, have the two of you been dancing around each other since I moved in?"


  Sam sat back in his chair, frowning. Had Devin been subconsciously fighting an attraction to him for nearly a year? More? No. There was no way. He'd treated Sam the same way from the day they'd met after Sam had responded to Mike's ad for a roommate on Craigslist. Dev had been friendly, just this side of teasing, and welcomed him into the house with the same warmth he shared with Michael. The only difference was they didn't spend as much time alone together because Sam's current class schedule opposed Dev's hours at Savannah Bee Company. His late afternoon classes began not long after Dev got home, leaving them a few minutes to squeeze in some chess moves before Sam had to run off. Even on Dev's days off, they were either at rugby practice or Sam was with Dr. Willis, going over patient notes or sitting in on a session. They'd only started seeing each other more when Mike began bringing Jessica home after their dates and Dev took refuge in Sam's room, taking advantage of Sam's late night study habits to escape the sounds of his other best friend getting lucky.


  "How many times have you looked at him and wondered if he was flirting with you or just being nice? How many times did you want it to be more?"


  Lee's quiet questions broke into Sam's thoughts and he looked up, startled. Crap. Had there been more to his jokes and their ongoing chess tournament than Devin's desire to prove his dominance to every male within a hundred feet? Sam closed his eyes. He really had to stop taking what he read and applying it to every person in his life. He'd never get anywhere as a therapist if he made assumptions about his patients before he knew all of the relevant facts. It was possible he'd read this situation all wrong, a mistake that meant time wasted. Time Sam hadn't had to spend wondering if Devin would be seriously interested in anyone other than Michael.


  "It never occurred to me he was being anything but nice," Sam said after a while, opening his eyes. "Dev's just like that. He's always playing around. Unless he's upset."


  Lee stared at him quietly for a moment, as if waiting for Sam to clue in to what he was about to say. For the life of him, he wasn't up to guessing. The entire conversation so far had thrown Sam for a loop. "And earlier today, was he upset because you and Mike were talking about him like he's a hopeless case or because it was you, and he thought you thought better of him than that?"


  Sam shook his head. "Stop. He can't possibly feel that way about me. We're friends, but he doesn't put that much stock in my opinion. He just doesn't like to be criticized."


  "You sure? He took what you said before practice to heart."


  Lee motioned to the plate of eclairs and Sam took one. He took a bite of the flaky pastry and it fell apart in his mouth. Sweet, peach-flavored cream oozed onto his tongue. "Oh my god, I think I love you. What did you put in here, orgasm dust?"


  Lee chuckled. "Secret ingredient. And don't change the subject. You have to know you mean a lot to him, more than those fuck buddies he goes out drinking with. He may not use you for free therapy services like me and Mike, but he does listen. You just have to say what he needs to hear, whether he wants to hear it or not."


  Licking the cream from his lips and fingers, Sam refocused on Lee. "How can you see all this when I can't?"


  "Easy," Lee said. "I'm not emotionally invested. Mike was right. You would be good together if Dev got his head out of his ass and you remembered you have a backbone." Lee pushed the plate of eclairs closer to Sam. "Speaking of things that give you boners, what do you think my chances are?"


  Sam grinned and reached for another eclair. "I think if the Simply Sinful bakery doesn't give you a job, the owner is an idiot and you should open up shop and put him out of business." He stuck out his tongue and licked cream from the edge of the eclair. Moaning, Sam closed his eyes and swallowed. Lee's soft laugh made him open his eyes again.


  "All you have to do to get Dev to come around is eat one of those in front of him. It's like porn."


  "Right."


  "Seriously," Lee began. "I know you don't like to push people. That will make you a great therapist one day. People will respond to you being caring and understanding but not pushing them before they're ready. But if this... whatever between the two of you has been going on as long as I suspect, you have got to make the first move. Obviously, he's not going to. Now that his eyes have been opened about that whole situation with Mike, you have the perfect opportunity. The question is, are you brave enough to take it?"


  Brave? Yeah, that was one word for what he would have to be. Sam might even have to borrow a little of Dev's brash cockiness to steel himself for what promised to be a hell of a ride. He just hoped this ride was worth the rocky start.


  ****


  "You ready to talk about it yet?"


  "Nope." Devin looked down at his late breakfast. The cereal had gone soggy a while ago, but he couldn't bring himself to throw it away. He had to eat something or he'd be useless against the Shamrocks. The team needed him to be in top form, and he had to force himself to get it together. He'd spent the better part of the morning remembering the way Sam had looked at him over the chess board, and his own surprising reaction to the light flirtation. In the days since, he'd managed to avoid being alone with Sam for more than a couple of minutes, but Devin knew it would only be a matter of time before it would come up again. He just hadn't expected it to come up with Michael. And he still didn't know what he would do about it.


  Mike sat next to him at the island and pulled Devin's bowl of mushy cereal closer. Reaching for Dev's spoon, he took a bite. "You've been avoiding me for almost a week," he said around a mouthful of cereal. "I get it, if you're mad. I should've just talked to you instead of Sammy, but he's easy to talk to about this kind of stuff."


  "It's a part of his job." Dev frowned. He'd have to grab something else to eat.


  "Being a good listener is what makes him a great friend," Mike said. He stopped talking until Devin looked at him again. "I'm sorry about this whole thing. I didn't expect him to tell you what we'd talked about. I should've told you how I feel about it myself."


  "You have nothing to be sorry about. You didn't do anything wrong. I was crazy for expecting you to change one day. I know it doesn't happen like that, but I hoped."


  Michael lifted one shoulder in a shrug. "I guess I led you on without meaning to."


  "You didn't do anything," Dev said again. He smiled, but the action was forced. This was harder than he'd expected it to be. "Whatever fantasies I had about you were my own."


  "That kiss—"


  "That kiss happened right after I came out to you. We were so much alike back then, you probably wanted to know if our raging hormones were raging in the same direction." Devin reached across the table and covered Michael's hand with his. "I felt so close to you back then, it was like a light went on in my head when I thought of being with you that way. I knew I'd never look at girls the way all our other friends did, not if I compared what I thought of them to how I thought of you. Still do, sometimes."


  Mike nodded. "Still, I'm sorry if I took whatever closeness you felt and made you think I felt... more. I've always cared about you and I always will."


  "But you'll never fall in love with me."


  "No."


  "How about in bed?"


  Mike chuckled. "Nope."


  "The sofa's pretty comfortable."


  With Mike's full out laugh, the tightness around Devin's stomach eased. It would be all right. In spite of his stubborn refusal to acknowledge the truth all these years, he wasn't in danger of losing Mike's friendship— the one constant he'd had since surprising his family when he'd come out his junior year of high school. Throughout all the ensuing drama, Michael's support never wavered, not even when he'd had to put up with his mopey best friend living in his house after Dev's parents washed their hands of him. When a plane crash took Mike's parents five years later, Dev returned the support without hesitation. There was never a question of them being each other's chosen family, so much so that Michael's parents had willed their home to both boys. It was gratifying to know that, no matter how misguided his feelings, there was no chance Mike would ever throw him away. He'd said it before, when they were kids, but this moment cemented their connection in Devin's mind. He hoped he never had to question the strength of their bond again.


  "So, tell me. Are you avoiding Sammy for the same reason you were avoiding me?"


  "Wait, what?" Devin didn't know why he was surprised. Of course they were still talking about him. Devin blinked hard and then turned away from Mike. He opened a cabinet and searched for the meal replacement bars Sam usually snacked on in place of real meals. Anything to avoid that knowing expression from his best friend. Were they really going to have that talk about Sammy?


  "You heard me. Are you avoiding him because there might be something there and you don't think you have a chance?"


  Devin latched onto the box of meal bars and pulled out the last three. He tossed the empty box into the recycle bin in the corner. "That's crazy," he said, turning to face Mike again. Devin leaned back against the counter.


  "You're right, it is crazy." Mike smiled and drank the last of the milk from the cereal bowl. "Because you know you have a chance. Sam's never said anything but he's... let's just say he's been biding his time." Michael paused to let that sink in. "The only reason we were talking about you at all is that he was about to give up. He finally realized all your little jokes about wanting me weren't just jokes. I told him that if he really wants to be with you, I'd clear the air with you and maybe you'd see reason." Mike shrugged. "I never thought you'd run away just because he flirted with you."


  "I didn't run away."


  "Sam said you ran out so fast, the breeze damn near knocked him out of his chair." Michael stood and walked the cereal bowl to the sink. Crossing his arms, he leaned onto the counter, settling next to Devin. "So you ran. Not a big deal. But you've had time to think about what you want since then. I know you. If you weren't at least a little interested, you would've just blown him off instead of running with your tail between your legs. I think you did it because you don't know how to handle seeing him that way. I get that. You can't treat Sam like those other guys. He's someone you can have actual, with-your-clothes-on feelings for. That takes some getting used to, but don't take too long. He's not going to wait forever for you to come around."


  "We're seriously talking about this. Sam has turned you into one of those guys."


  Mike smiled, not bothered by the assessment. "You're blind when it comes to relationships."


  "It's like a chick flick. Are you going to help me get ready for the prom next?"


  "Hey, you dress up however you want to," Mike said. "I get the feeling you and Sam are going to happen, no matter how much you sabotage it at first. He's pretty determined and you aren't smart enough to get away once he figures out you want him too."


  "Nice. Sometimes, I hate how blunt you are."


  "Whatever. That's what you love about me. Someone's got to beat you over the head with the truth." Leaning over, Mike bumped Devin's arm with his. "I know I'm not that good at matchmaking, but I think he could be right for you. He really likes you and, deep down, I know you feel more than you're letting on. And no, it's probably not my place to push you on this, but I'm tired of seeing you unhappy. Sam could change that. All you have to do is say the word."


  Before Dev could think of something to say, a fruitless denial came to mind, Sam breezed into the room and came right up to him. One corner of his mouth pulled up in a smile, he snatched one of his meal bars out of Devin's hand and peeled open the wrapper. He stuffed half the bar into his mouth and moaned.


  "God, I love chocolatey stuff that's good for you." He turned to lean against the counter, wedging Devin in between himself and Michael. "You guys look so serious. What'd I miss?" Sam stuffed the other half of the bar into his mouth and licked his lips.


  "Nothing, we're just getting ready to walk to the park," Devin said. Ignoring Michael's sigh, he asked, "Are you coming with us or are you waiting for Lee?"


  Sam frowned and swallowed before answering. "I didn't realize it had to be one or the other. I'll wait for Lee. We'll be right behind you."


  "Right." Devin lifted the two meal bars in his hand. "Thanks for these. I'll stop by the store after the game and get you another box." Before Sam could add anything else— and definitely before Mike could try to leave them together again— Devin headed for the living room to retrieve his gym bag. After Mike took an eternity to join him, they were finally out of the house and headed to the park, Mike wisely silent beside him. It was just as well. He could imagine his best friend lecturing him on his behavior well enough. The real thing couldn't be too much worse.


  ****


  Something about this picture was all wrong. It wasn't merely that Devin was sitting at the bar, alone. The team had come to Churchill's Pub to celebrate their win and it had been Devin's decision to bring everyone to the roof because he knew how much Sam liked to look at the stars, especially in spring, when the sky in Savannah held more than any other time of year. It was just after sunset, the sky hadn't yet darkened to midnight blue, but the wind had picked up, sending a chill over Devin. The cold suited his conflicting mood.


  Something was off because, no matter how much he wanted to stand next to Sam, making jokes and congratulating the team on their win, he felt like an outsider. For the first time in he didn't know how long, Devin felt alone. Surrounded by people, his friends, his team. There was some niggling feeling he couldn't put his finger on, something missing that tugged at him until he felt short of breath and claustrophobic, even in the rapidly cooling night air.


  So he'd pulled himself away from the whooping group of men and escaped to the bar to watch Sam, lit from within after their victory, smile and laugh, one of the rare times he came out of his shell. He could never know how beautiful he was in these moments, and Devin couldn't bring himself to say anything. What would he say? "I've always noticed you, but never thought I deserved someone like you?"


  That wasn't right. It was cheesy and over-the-top, and still somehow inadequate to describe the maelstrom of emotions he felt when he was around Sam. Mike made it seem simple, but it wasn't. This wasn't like hooking up with a hot guy he'd met on the dance floor, it was Sam. The sweet, cerebral, quiet man who'd been his friend for nearly two years and somehow managed to sneak out of the friend box into this no man's land where every word, every gesture was a promise Devin wasn't sure he could keep.


  Sure, he'd had relationships. None of them serious. None lasting longer than it took for the passion to burn out and both to realize they had nothing more between them than hot sex and no desire for commitment. Sam wouldn't tolerate being dropped after a few weeks, after Devin got his fill and moved on with someone else. God help him, he wasn't sure he'd be able to walk away, not at the risk of losing their friendship. But he would have to. Devin just wasn't cut out for relationships and, as flattering as Sam's attention was, he would only hurt the other man. Somehow, he'd find a way.


  "You know you could go over there. In fact, you should tell him how much all of his help with the team means to you. He'd appreciate hearing it."


  Devin turned to Michael. Mike was leaning against the bar facing away from their friends, and as always, had a knack for knowing exactly what Devin was thinking about. Or who.


  "He's fine without me," Devin said. He knocked back the rest of his drink and placed the tumbler on the bar. "Besides, he's got Lee."


  "Spoken like a true jealous suitor."


  "I'm not a suitor."


  "You're vying for his hand." Mike chuckled and signaled the bartender for another beer. "It's cute. I think he'd get a kick out of you on one knee, telling him how special he is to you. Or maybe you could stand outside his window in the rain and sing to him. I think Ian has a guitar you can borrow."


  "If I didn't like you so much I'd have to kick your ass."


  "I'm not into that kind of foreplay."


  Devin turned to glare at Michael then turned back to watching the team. Lee was just finishing up telling a group of onlookers about the end of the game.


  "And then, just when I thought they had us, this one," Lee grabbed Sam by the arm and pulled him against his side, "snatches the ball, kicks it up the pitch, Mike catches it," he pointed to Mike nursing his beer, "and that sealed it. We beat those Shamrocks by one point thanks to this beautiful bastard. Let's hear it for the best winger in the league!" Hooking an arm around his shoulder, Lee pulled Sam close and delivered a quick peck on the lips.


  Catcalls and whistles sounded from the team, the noise echoing throughout the rooftop bar. Laughing as he pulled away, Sam looked over to Devin. Their eyes met for a moment before Dev broke eye contact.


  "You know he'd rather have you kiss him," Mike said.


  "Yeah, it looks that way." Devin turned on his stool and leaned onto his arms. Lee was so "friendly," he couldn't keep his hands off Sam most days. Today was worse. He looked like he was finally ready to step things up between the two of them.


  "Mike, you need to stop pushing me on this. It's not going to work." Especially with Lee in the picture, he wanted to add. Devin didn't need to compete with anyone over a man.


  "Aw, is he pouting because no one's talking about how our stellar coach inspired us to victory?" Sam smiled and slipped an arm over Devin's shoulder, leaning onto him. Devin felt the heat of Sam's body through his jacket and had to resist the urge to lean back onto him.


  "Better," Mike said. "He's pissy about you getting up close and personal with our neighbor."


  Sam's responding grin made Devin's heart thump hard in his chest. He wanted to throw a smartass remark at Michael's retreating back, but when Sam stood in front of him and licked his lips slowly, Dev forgot what he was upset about. He forgot everything but the look in Sam's eyes that said he was in a hell of a lot of trouble if he thought he'd just be able to walk away without seeing where this could go. Sam wasn't going to let him off that easy.


  "So, you wanna kiss me?"


  Devin's short laugh faltered as Sam leaned on the bar, one hip jutted out to the side as he eyed his prey. "I don't think we should."


  "Funny, I agree with you there. Because once we start, I won't want to stop. We may not be able to."


  Fuck.


  Sam laughed softly. "You're so cute when you blush." Sam leaned close, one hand over Devin's wrist on the bar. "Dance with me."


  Watch that lithe body gyrate to the rhythm of a song, Sam shaking his hips in invitation? The idea had never seemed so much like foreplay and Dev's body responded accordingly. Devin glanced around. The place was packed with people, though none of them seemed to be watching the pair at the end of the bar. Not that it mattered. Sam seemed intent on getting him to do something that could get them both arrested, or kicked out of the pub at the very least. Though Devin found the idea enticing, dancing with him could be dangerous.


  "Come on. This place is cool. We're safe here."


  "That's not really the point." Nor was it a guarantee anywhere they went. But Devin wouldn't belabor the issue. "You don't think the rest of the team would wonder?"


  Sam chuckled under his breath and moved closer. Now he was practically standing between Devin's legs. One glance down and he would know this conversation was a ruse, a distraction so Devin could calm himself down. Not that it was working.


  "They know we're gay. And we live together. Actually enjoying ourselves in public wouldn't be too much of a stretch. Besides, it's not like I'm sitting in your lap." Sam moved his thumb, stroking the inside of Dev's wrist. "That could be arranged," he whispered.


  "Okay, wow." Devin's nervous laugh sounded high to his own ears. "How many drinks have you had?"


  Sam laughed again, the sound a soft dance over the small of Devin's back. "Only two."


  "You should eat something."


  "Food's on the way. So, you gonna dance with me or do I have to pick apart all your reasons for not doing it?"


  Devin shook his head. "I don't want you getting inside my head any more than you already have."


  "It's not your head I'm trying to get into," he whispered. Sam dropped his hand from the bar and slid it along Devin's leg, under his shorts, stopping just behind his knee. He angled closer, hiding the motion from view of the rest of the bar. "But if you're nice, I'll do something with your head." He looked down at Devin's lap and smiled. "You like that idea." Grinning, Sam motioned with his head towards the door leading downstairs. "I can get my food to go."


  Ah, hell. Devin never thought he'd be the one to pull away, but this was moving way too fast. Where was the quiet guy who blushed and stammered when Devin sat across a chess board from him? Yes, he was drunk, but Sam seemed almost like a different person, so unlike himself that Devin wondered if he'd misjudged Sam all this time. Had his roommate always been this forward? Had Devin mistaken his quiet friendship for a shyness that wasn't there? Was Mike right? Had Sam been biding his time, waiting until he knew Devin wasn't pining for anyone else before unleashing the sexy tease before him? It was a lot to take in. But not now. Not with all these people around. Not while Sam was drunk and leaning close and slipping his hand higher and Devin was having trouble focusing on getting that very interested part of him to calm down long enough to get out of the pub without embarrassing himself. Devin pushed Sam's hand away from his thigh.


  "We should talk."


  "Isn't that my line?" He laughed and edged forward until he was standing between Devin's legs. Sam glanced over his shoulder. Mike sat with the rest of the team at the grouping of tables in a corner. Jessica had arrived and was sitting on his lap. He turned back to face Devin. "I thought you'd talked. Are you still not over him?"


  "Of course. I wasn't as hung up on him as either of you thought."


  Sam rolled his eyes. "Of course. So, what's the problem?"


  Slightly drunk or not, Devin recognized The Voice. The 'I'm a therapist and I'm here to help' voice. Right. Because this was all about helping Devin. Sam had talked him out of his fixation with Mike and now he was, what? Trying to keep him from backsliding, falling back into the familiar pattern of attaching himself to the one person who loved him, no matter how much he screwed up? A distraction would do that. That's what all the men in his life had been, anyway. A distraction from the person he really wanted. This seductive, playful Sam was really close to becoming that kind of distraction himself, a temporary fix to Devin's need for approval and uncomplicated attachment. Devin didn't want that for them. He had no idea how to explain that to Sam without hurting his feelings. Talking to him sober would be a great start.


  "Nothing," Devin said after a few moments. "We should talk. Later. Tomorrow. I'm going to go."


  "I'll come with you." Sam grinned, reaching for Devin as he stood.


  "No, you stay and enjoy the party." Devin motioned to the bartender. Pointing at the team in the corner, he said, "Put everyone's drinks on my tab." Turning back to Sam, he added, "I'll see you at home." Before Sam could say anything else, Devin strolled across the roof, through the door and down the stairs, back out into the cold night air of Bay Street where, in spite of being surrounded by the locals and tourists looking to liven up their Saturday night, Devin still felt alone. He zipped up his jacket against the chill and started walking.


  ****


  Sam swayed back and forth in the kitchen, singing "Put Your Hands on Me" so loud, he knew he would be in danger of a visit from the cops if his neighbor was anyone but Lee. After Devin had left the pub, Sam had loosened up far more than usual with the team. He'd been poured into a cab because he was too smashed to make the two mile walk home. None of that mattered, though. All that mattered was that Devin had texted he was on his way home and Mike had promised to give them the house for most of the night. A night that, he hoped, would end with Sam acting out some of the fantasies he'd been thinking of for the past two hours.


  Sam turned, jumping in place when he saw Devin standing in the doorway to the living room. Mouthing the words 'kiss me baby, tell me you're mine' along with the song, he lurched across the kitchen and landed in Devin's arms, giggling as he attempted to right himself. Devin held one arm to steady him and reached towards the CD player on the counter to turn it off.


  "I've never seen you this drunk," Devin said. "You all right?"


  "I'm better than all right. I've finally got you alone. You have no more excuses to run from me," Sam said. Before Devin could protest, Sam grabbed his face on both sides and pulled him close.


  Their eyes met, Devin's darting back and forth, searching Sam's for answers even as he leaned closer. They stopped inches apart, breath mingling, before Sam leaned up on his toes and closed the distance. The first touch was brief, uncertain. A touch just enough to tempt them into another. Then Sam closed the distance again, closed his eyes and lost himself in the moment. The kiss was sloppy and wet and his hands were scrambling and he couldn't get close enough fast enough. Once the dizziness faded and Sam's feet felt steady on the ground, everything changed. Devin's lips moved over his, steady and sure. His hands held to Sam's waist in a grip so tight, Sam was sure he'd have a bruise in the morning. Devin's tongue slipped against his in a delicious tease. Sam chased it with his, tasting. The only sounds in the room were their heavy breathing and the little moan in the back of his throat when Devin moved against him. The friction from their groins rubbing together nearly caused Sam to come right there.


  "Come upstairs," Sam whispered when they came up for air. He slid his hands up Devin's chest to his shoulders. Sam's fingers weaved together at the back of his neck. Blood pulsed, hot and heavy in his veins. Sam's heart pounded. He'd never felt more alive. Sam needed Devin in bed, now, skin to skin, until he felt whole. Pulling Devin down for another kiss, Sam whispered against his lips, "I've been walking around with a hard on half the night because I couldn't stop thinking about you."


  Devin jumped when a throat cleared behind them. Sam frowned then turned to face Lee, who held up his jacket with a grin. "Sorry, forgot this. Didn't realize you... never mind." He moved into the kitchen and headed for the back door.


  "Thanks for the cock block," Sam called out after him.


  "See you for your hangover tomorrow," Lee called back before he let himself out.


  The door had scarcely closed behind him when Sam leaned back into Devin, trying for another kiss. Devin angled his head away and took a step back. "What was he doing here?"


  "Oh, he got me a cab and then he said he didn't trust me to make it home in one piece since I couldn't remember our address to tell the cab driver," Sam rolled his eyes. He'd been planning to give auditory directions. He would've made it home eventually. "Lee's silly. It's his fault, anyway. He suggested we do Royal Flush shots."


  "So you had a good time with him?" Devin asked.


  "I'll have an even better time with you," Sam said, moving until he was plastered against Devin; the other man was forced to hold him up with one arm.


  "We shouldn't do this tonight. You're way too drunk."


  "Stop it, Devin. I want you. I wanted you when I was sober and I will again tomorrow. Why can't you just— ugh!" Sam clutched at him, moving a hand down to grope at the front of Devin's shorts. "You want this. I want this. Why are you making this so complicated?"


  Devin pushed his hand away. "Can we talk tomorrow? I want to talk to you when you're sober."


  "And I want to fuck you when I'm drunk, so what are we going to do about that?"


  "I'm going to bed. Alone," Devin added when Sam grinned at him. "We'll talk in the morning."


  "No." Sam stamped his foot on the floor and glared. "You will damn well tell me what's going on right now. Why aren't you taking me to bed?"


  "I'm not going to do this with you right now. Back off."


  "What?" Sam frowned. He closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. It only took a handful of words to take most of the shine off his drunken state. He hadn't thought it was possible after the way Devin had responded the other day, but there it was. Dev was rejecting him. An unequivocal no after Sam had done his best to make himself more than clear about what he wanted. A bucket of cold water wouldn't have killed his libido faster.


  "I'm an idiot." Sam opened his eyes again. "Or, you're an idiot because I keep throwing myself at you and you're throwing it back in my face. Fine," he said, backing away a few steps. "That's just wonderful. I've got the message now. You don't want me. We don't need to have 'a talk' in the morning. No matter what I do, no matter how obvious my feelings are, you'll come up with some excuse not to be with me." Sam crossed his arms over his chest, hoping Devin would deny the accusation. Anything would be better than knowing he'd made a fool of himself over someone who didn't care one way or the other.


  "I don't have an excuse," Devin said. "I just don't think the two of us together makes sense."


  "What part of I'm in love with you doesn't make sense?" Sam frowned and backed away another step. He hadn't meant to blurt that out, but he could hardly blame the alcohol. Devin was driving him crazy and if he was going to bed alone, it had better be for a damn good reason.


  "Fine." His voice was flat, inflection lost in his effort to keep his voice low. He would scream when Devin was out of earshot. He would scream until he lost his voice if it lessened the pain. "I get it. You don't want me. I'm not like any of the other guys you've been with. I thought that was because you weren't looking for anything serious because you were holding out for Mike, but it just means I'm not your type. Fine." Sam said the word again though the situation was anything but. It was a poor substitute for the feeling he wanted to describe. Unfair. Heart-breaking. Devastating. Sam took another step back and stumbled when he hit the counter.


  Devin reached a hand towards him. "Sam—"


  "Don't touch me," he said, lurching out of the way. "And I won't bother you anymore either." Feeling sick to his stomach, Sam left the kitchen and escaped into the safety of his bedroom.


  ****


  "What did he say?" Lee asked.


  "I'm an idiot," Sam mumbled. "A stupid, drunk idiot."


  "He didn't say that."


  Sam frowned and took a sip of his coffee. He winced. Even hot coffee made his head hurt, but he kept at it since drowning himself in caffeine made the violent noise in his head slightly more tolerable. After emptying the remains of his mostly liquid dinner into the toilet bowl the night before, Sam had paced his bedroom. Then he'd forced himself to lay down, afraid he was going to bang on Devin's door and scream until his heart stopped breaking. Then he returned to the bathroom where he woke up six hours later, dried tears on his cheeks and a headache that felt like he'd been tossed around in the dryer for a couple of hours. A quick text to Lee and then he was moping at the other man's dining room table, trying to figure out how he'd gone from sexy to pathetic with zero stops in between. Lee was no help in solving that particular mystery.


  "No, he said we're not right for each other," Sam said after a long moment. "I had been trying to hump him like a rabbit on steroids and all he wanted was to talk to me sober so he could let me down easy." Sam tried to smile at the irony of Devin being the one who wanted to talk things out, but the strain on his muscles made his headache worse. He sipped the coffee again. "I brought this on myself. I should've taken the hint after he ran away the other day. I'm not what he wants."


  "Then he's an idiot," Lee said. "You're great and if he can't see how lucky he'd be to have you, he doesn't deserve you."


  "You know what's really sad? I still want him to come around." Sam reached for the plate of danishes Lee had put out. Thinking better of it, he rested his hand on the table. "I keep thinking if he just gives me a shot, I can make him fall in love with me." Sam shook his head. "Maybe it's true. Maybe all therapists are really a little crazy themselves. Was I really so delusional I imagined that he was responding to me?"


  "Mike doesn't seem to think so," Lee said.


  "What does Mike know? I have a fucking masters in clinical psychology and I don't know what went wrong," Sam said. "The only thing I can think of, the only thing that makes sense is that he was just... testing the waters at first. You know, that chess thing was probably funny to him. I caught him off guard. Then he avoided me for most of the week. Then yesterday, he ran out of the kitchen before the game. He ran out of Churchill's. I don't need him to run away from me again to get the point."


  "I'm sorry. I know how much you wanted this."


  "I'm sorry, too," Sam said. "I made a fool of myself and I can't take any of it back. I should move out. They brought me in to help them with the bills, but Dev's an assistant manager now and Mike has enough saved that it probably wouldn't hurt them to handle everything themselves until they can find another roommate."


  "You don't have to move out."


  "No, I should quit the team, too," Sam said. "What else can I do? I put him in this position and if the only way he'll feel comfortable in his own home is if I'm not there, there are no other choices."


  "There's always a choice," Lee said. "Think about it for a day, a week. You haven't even talked to him yet. Moving out is an overreaction."


  "I don't need to think about it. I need to march over there and start packing. I can have most of my stuff gone before he wakes up."


  "And go where? You're just going to check into a hotel unannounced on a Sunday?"


  Sam grinned, headache be damned. "I'll move in with you. The only difference is I'll cook half your meals here instead of next door."


  "And I'll get to hear you whine about Devin all the time instead of once every few days or so."


  "That's not fair."


  "The whining or that you're running away instead of dealing with him?"


  "I'm not—"


  "You're doing the same thing he's been doing," Lee said. "Only you should know better. Really, you both should be more mature than this, but until you find out what's going on with Devin, I don't think you should make any rash decisions."


  "This isn't rash, this is self-preservation."


  "Uh huh. Finish your coffee and go home," Lee said. "You need to have a talk."


  ****


  "So, what'd you do?"


  "What makes you think I did something?" Devin looked up from the sports section of the Savannah Morning News. Their win was on the front page. The article was topped by a picture of Sam holding up the ball at the end of the game, surrounded by his cheering teammates. Devin had been staring at the picture for several minutes, trying to merge the smiling face in print with the image of Sam's disappointed expression from the night before. No, he hadn't been merely disappointed. He'd been hurt and it had taken everything Devin had not to go to him the night before, to soothe his pain with the very thing Sam had been begging for, but he knew he was doing the right thing by staying away. If nothing else, he would've felt like he was taking advantage of Sam's feelings when he wasn't sure he could return them. It would be all right if Sam hated him for a little while for pushing him away, as long as Devin didn't end up hating himself for not having the strength to do it.


  Mike's eyebrows shot up. "You're kidding, right? Sam was practically molesting you at Churchill's last night and he made me promise to come home late so you'd have the house to yourselves. When I got here, he was in the bathroom crying."


  Devin frowned. "He didn't cry."


  "That's what it sounded like. He sure as hell wasn't snuggled up with you like he'd planned."


  Devin looked down at the paper in his hands. Mike wasn't supposed to give him that judgmental 'I'll hurt you if you hurt him' look. That was the look Mike reserved for people who hurt him. If Sam had misunderstood what he'd been trying to say... well, he hadn't misunderstood. He just hadn't been in the right frame of mind to hear it. They would talk later and then he would understand. Not that it would make him feel better, but at least— well, shit. Devin didn't know what he expected to come out of their talk, only that he knew he had to get Sam to understand why they both had to walk away.


  "The night didn't go the way I'd planned it either."


  "What did you want, exactly? Sam has it bad for you and I thought you weren't stupid enough to turn him away. I guess I was wrong."


  "Don't give me that," Devin said. "You can't just decide who you think I should be with and then snap your fingers to make it happen. I have to be the one to decide if there's something there."


  "And the way to do that is to push him away at every opportunity?"


  "No. I told him I want to talk to him, when he's sober, and he forced the issue."


  "Oh, you're right. It's such a hardship when someone you're attracted to is trying to get you into bed."


  "It's not that simple! Sam is my friend. I'm not just going to jump into bed with him because you think we'd make a good couple. I wanted to talk. That's all. He wanted to have sex and I didn't think it would be right if he wouldn't even remember it the next day."


  "At least one of us was being rational last night."


  Devin turned to see Sam standing in the doorway, one hand on the doorknob as he leaned on the frame. He was squinting, his face turned away from the bright sunlight streaming from outside. Devin imagined Sam had one hell of a headache given the way he'd been stumbling around the night before.


  "I'm going to leave you guys alone," Mike said.


  "No, finish your talk," Sam said. He walked further into the room and closed the back door. "My stomach feels like someone put it in a blender and my head isn't much better. I'm gonna try to see if I can sleep for another couple of hours and then we'll talk, okay?"


  Devin nodded. "I'll see you then."


  Sam had scarcely left the room when Mike said, "I'm sorry. I know this kind of stuff isn't easy for you and I shouldn't push."


  "No, you shouldn't," Devin said.


  "I just worry about you," Mike continued. "I think... I think he really cares about you, as much as I do. It's been a long time since you've let anyone new get close, and I worry that you'll never find someone. But it's none of my business if you don't want to date Sam. I won't bother you about it anymore. Even if I think the way you look at him sometimes is kind of sappy and cute."


  Devin's eyes narrowed as the last of Michael's statement registered. "I do not make eyes at him."


  "Liar. Too bad I didn't have my phone out a minute ago." Mike sat on the stool next to Devin, grabbing the newspaper from his hands. "Since we're not going to talk about you and Sam building a love nest, what's going on with the Broncos? I hear they're looking at quarterbacks for the draft."


  Clumsy tactic, but Devin let Michael change the subject. Somehow, he had to distract himself from what he had to do later.


  ****


  Several hours later, the house was quiet. Mike had gone to run some errands, which meant he was going to hang out at Jessica's until he thought Devin and Sam had exhausted themselves making up for lost time. Devin was sitting in the living room playing a game on his phone when Same came down, looking more than a little worse for wear. His eyes weren't bloodshot anymore, but he was still a little pale and his hair was sticking up all over his head in fuzzy tufts. He smiled and squinted at Devin as he entered the room, wincing as if both gestures hurt.


  "Remind me not to drink anything Lee puts in front of me again," Sam said. Glancing around the living room, he sat in front of the chess board and motioned Devin over.


  "Lee's always a bad influence on you," Devin said. He took his seat. He couldn't remember his strategy from the last time they'd played. Not that it mattered. His mind was too far away from the game to have any sort of focus.


  "Nah, he actually talks me out of doing some pretty wicked things. I think he's afraid I'll turn out cooler than him." Sam grinned and moved one of his pawns.


  "Right." Devin moved a rook and captured one of Sam's knights. "So, how's it been going with Dr. Willis? She letting you see patients by yourself yet?"


  "No, assistants aren't allowed to see patients alone," Sam responded. He moved his other knight to take Devin's bishop. "I won't be able to see patients by myself until I finally get my doctorate in December."


  "Then you'll be able to prescribe drugs, right?"


  Sam reached across the table until his hand connected with Devin's wrist. He turned Devin's arm over and began tracing his fingers over the small ribboning of veins just beneath his skin. Devin inhaled sharply. Every time Sam touched him, he began questioning every idea he had about the two of them. Was it a mistake to push Sam away? Would he regret not responding to the promise behind those hazel eyes and the thump his heart gave when he imagined letting Sam have his way? Devin cleared his suddenly dry throat. Every person he'd been with before knew what he was getting into, but with Sam, it hardly felt like a level playing field. For all his experience in keeping things casual, Devin knew the last thing he'd feel was indifference if he let his guard down and let Sam get him into bed.


  "Is this what you wanted to talk about?" Sam asked. He flashed a small smile then licked his lips. "I can find much better things to discuss. Or we can skip talking altogether."


  "There's nothing wrong with small talk."


  "No, but you're stalling," Sam countered. "What's wrong?"


  Devin moved one of his bishops to block an attack on his queen. "Nothing's wrong."


  "No? Then why aren't we naked?" Sam clasped Devin's hand. "I admit, all this anticipation is making me hot. So hot," he said, "but enough is enough. I'm sorry I was acting like a crazy person last night, but as you can see I'm sober and I still want this. I'm afraid the seam on my jeans can't take much more pressure. So tell me what your hangups are and then we can have happy naked time."


  "Sam, it's not that simple."


  Sam moved his bishop across the board. "Don't tell me you want to have a long courtship before we have sex. That's romantic and pretty damn sweet, but you never struck me as the type to delay gratification. So either you've got an STD, waiting for the full run of antibiotics to finish before you play again, or you don't want to do this with me." He paused. "I was really hoping I was so drunk I'd misinterpreted what you'd said."


  "You didn't," Devin said. "I don't think we're right for each other."


  "I don't understand," Sam said. "I saw something. The way you looked at me wasn't my imagination. You're not— you don't have feelings for anyone else. Are you just not attracted to me?" Devin said nothing. "But that doesn't make sense either, unless you want me to believe the way you responded to me was purely a biological reaction to someone being all over you." As this thought sunk in, Sam snatched his hand from Devin's wrist and covered his mouth. "Oh, God. I've been so stupid. I should've known that you wouldn't want someone like me. Not someone like me. Me. You must've been laughing your ass off when I was groping you last night."


  "I wasn't laughing at you." Devin reached across the table for him. "Sam—"


  Sam pulled his other hand out of reach. "Stop. Whose turn is it?"


  Devin looked down at the chess pieces. "It's done. The game is over. You won."


  Sam laughed, the low, brief sound devoid of humor. "Did I?"


  Before Devin could respond, Sam stood from the table. His last words were like a blow to Devin's chest, and he sat there, numb, watching as Sam avoided looking at him and disappeared around the corner in a flash. Gone. No longer hoping for something to happen between them. Exactly what Devin wanted.


  He was halfway up the stairs before Devin shot out of his chair and ran up to stop him. Devin grabbed Sam's arm and held tight.


  "Sam, wait." It would be one thing if Sam was pissed off. He'd get over that. He'd talk it out with someone and rationalize his feelings and be back to his normal, quiet self. Their friendship would return to normal and Sam would forget he once wanted Devin to see a part of himself very few men saw. Some part of him, some desperate part that was screaming for him to stop this before it went too far, made Devin reach out, grab Sam's hand and move up the stairs until they were eye to eye. The light in the hall was dim, but Devin could see moisture shining in Sam's bright hazel eyes, saw the flicker of pain before he looked away again, up the stairs, to his escape.


  "Please don't be mad at me," Devin whispered. I don't want to hurt you. I'm sparing you from caring about me any more than you do.


  Sam shook his hand off. "Don't what? Are you listening to yourself?"


  I'm in love with you. Devin heard his words from last night as clearly as if Sam had said them again. This time, he wasn't hearing them though a drunken haze of rejection, he was seeing the pain in Sam's eyes, fresh and sobering, making Devin fully aware of what he was throwing away.


  "Come back downstairs," Devin said. "I can explain." I can make you see that what I feel won't be enough for you.


  "You don't have to explain. I need to be alone," Sam said after a few moments. "I think you do too." Turning, Sam left Devin alone on the stairs, wondering if he'd just made the biggest mistake of his life.


  ****


  "What'll it be, hon?" The tall blonde bartender leaned over the bar and tapped her fingers restlessly on the countertop. Devin looked around. There were half a dozen other people waiting for service. Surprising on a weekday. He supposed the bingo games and free pool were big draws on Mondays. "Sweetie, you getting something?" The thump of dance music nearly drowned out her words.


  "Uh, no. Is Lee around?" Devin didn't think the dance floor was open this early in the week, but it was possible the bartender was doing something else and just wasn't in his usual spot at Club One's Bay Street Cafe.


  She shook her head and shot him a sad smile. "Don't know how he does it. You're the third one to ask about him tonight. Lee quit. Found another job. You sure you don't want anything?" After waiting for his quick nod, the bartender turned and moved to a customer on the other side of the bar.


  Devin stepped away and surveyed the room. If Lee wasn't answering his door and he wasn't at Club One, where the hell would he be on a Monday night? More importantly, would Sam be with him?


  Devin had spent the rest of the previous afternoon waiting outside Sam's room for him to come out and then, when he'd emerged, silent and pale, fruitlessly trying to talk to Sam until he'd left the house, heading next door to take refuge with Lee. Devin's calls were sent to voicemail. His texts went unanswered and, he suspected, unopened. Devin wasn't even sure Sam had come home the night before. Coming home after work to find the house empty, Devin's last resort had been to try to get in touch with Lee to get Sam a message, but he wasn't responding to Devin's messages either.


  The situation was screwed up and Devin didn't know where to begin trying to fix it. If he told Sam the full truth, that Sam wouldn't want him once he knew him better, once he realized just how shallow and flaky Devin could be to his lovers, Dev wasn't sure it would make the situation better. It might even be worse, because Sam would know for sure Devin wasn't indifferent to him and was holding out for another reason. A reason that, while important to him, the practical part of Sam would say was just an excuse. Devin didn't need a therapist to tell him that walking away without trying was a cop out. He also didn't need a psychic to tell him that screwing up his relationship with Sam would narrow his circle of very close friends down to one, and Mike wasn't exactly on his side with this one. He had to get Sam to understand, there were no other options. Devin just hoped he hadn't already lost him.


  "Dev, what's up biatch?" A pair of thin, muscular arms slung around his neck and pulled Devin into a loose hug. When Devin didn't hug him back, Ian pulled back and looked down into his eyes. "You okay?"


  "No, I'm just tired," Devin said. "I think I'm going to go home."


  "What? No. You just got here, right?" Ian nodded around the room. "Tourists are filling the place up, so there's lots of action to be had." He wiggled his eyebrows for emphasis. "Let me buy you a drink."


  "No, I'm driving," Devin said. He glanced around the room. It was getting full. The lights had been dimmed, making it difficult to pick out any one face among the growing crowd. "I was just looking for Lee. You don't know where he is, do you?"


  "That bitch quit! Can you believe it?" Ian pouted and tugged Devin close again. "Finally get a hot guy in here who isn't taken and he leaves to go bake cookies. Ugh. I'm going to have to start expanding my hunting grounds if the good ones are going to bakeries and restaurants. Hey, have you seen Tyler?"


  Devin shook his head. "I think he's been busy with school."


  Ian knocked back the rest of his drink and put the plastic cup down on a nearby table. Ian stared at Devin, one eyebrow raised as he waited for him to say something.


  "Can we talk?" Devin gestured around the crowded room. "Outside. I can barely hear myself in here." They made their way to the sidewalk just in front of the club, coughing and walking through the cloud smokers blew towards the doorway until they stood half a block away, in front of a half-filled parking lot.


  "What's going on?" Ian asked. He lay a hand on Devin's forearm and squeezed lightly.


  "There's just been some drama. I don't know what to do," Devin said. He turned to Ian and studied him for a moment. A skin tight white T-shirt and black jeans flattered his small frame and emphasized the dusky color of his skin. Expertly styled blonde hair settled around Ian's face in artful spikes. Plucked brows arched over pale green eyes and a full mouth Devin had more than fond memories of.


  "Hey, when we were messing around, you were okay with what was going on, right?" Devin asked. "I didn't, like, make you think I felt something more for you?"


  "No, of course not. I knew the score. We all know if we want anything from you we have to play by your rules."


  "Do I have rules?" Devin asked.


  Ian nodded. "Of course you do. Always use protection. No sleeping over. No messing with your Mikey. No messing with your Sammy."


  "I do not have a rule about Sam."


  Ian smiled briefly. "You may not have said it in so many words, but the look you gave Tyler when he smiled at Sam that night could've burned a hole in the wall. We all took the hint. You were marking your territory there."


  Devin shook his head. "I don't even remember that. Sam never comes here. When did they meet?"


  "About a year ago," Ian said. "After the Orange Party. You remember, we went back to your place because Tyler didn't want to go home with his drag stuff on. He knew his mom might be waiting up for him."


  Devin did remember. Tyler had entered the amateur drag contest and come in second place. Ian had done his makeup and picked out his clothes. After the show, Ian had declared there wasn't nearly enough room in the bathrooms at Chuck's to clean up properly and Tyler didn't want showing up in the middle of the night in a dress to be the way he came out to his mother. When they'd arrived at Devin's house at two, Sam had been cooking himself a late dinner. He'd helped Tyler with the stuck zipper on his dress and the two of them had exchanged a look that made Devin shoo Tyler upstairs to his room to finish changing.


  "What's up with you, D? You look like someone kicked your puppy."


  He shook his head. "I didn't even think... Sam has a crush on me. Thinks he's in love with me."


  Ian grinned and slapped him on the arm. "Bout time he got you back. So when's the wedding?"


  "What are you talking about?"


  Ian's smile wavered and he moved closer. He grabbed Devin's shoulders and looked into his eyes. "Oh, don't tell me. This is news to you?" Ian rolled his eyes. "Seriously, you don't drop hints like the rest of us, so I don't know what your excuse is. The way you look at Sam sometimes, well, frankly, I wish you'd looked at me like that when we were sleeping together."


  Devin frowned. "I didn't mean to hurt you."


  "No, you didn't, hon. We had fun, and I knew that's what it was." Ian lifted one shoulder in a shrug. "I figured since Mike was never going there, Sam would be your guy when you finally get tired of cruising."


  "Speaking of which, aren't you supposed to be chasing Scott down?"


  Ian snorted. "That loving relationship lasted for about a week. Last I heard, he and Lee were making out in the bathroom at Social Club. Nearly got kicked out." They were lucky they didn't get their asses kicked. Quite a number of Savannah bars were gay friendly, but that didn't mean their patrons were accepting of blatant PDAs.


  "When was that?" Devin asked.


  "A few days ago, I think. Right before Lee quit."


  Shit. So Lee wasn't interested in Sam at all. And Devin had what, been protecting Sam from his friends for at least a year? Devin scrubbed at his face with one hand. This was crazy. He'd probably warned Tyler off because everyone knew he couldn't keep someone in his life longer than it took to get their clothes back on. And Tyler was so deep in the closet, he couldn't maintain anything that looked like a strong friendship because he was paranoid that his mom or brother would have questions. Devin knew Sam wouldn't stand for a relationship stuck in the shadows that way. He needed more than a quick hook-up with someone who doesn't care about him.


  What did Devin need? Assurance. Some guarantee that if he ended up doing to Sam what he and Tyler and Ian did with everyone else, he wouldn't ruin their friendship. He depended on Sam to be a stabilizing influence, though he doubted the other man knew it. When he needed to escape the merry-go-round of what passed for relationships with some of his friends, Devin knew he could come home to Sam and get his head straight. He was a rock, dependable, never shaken. Not until Devin hurt him by pushing him away.


  The wind picked up. Devin shivered and pulled his jacket closed, feeling the chill to his bones. He had to fix this.


  "So, since Sam has finally come around and, if the look on your face says anything, you're just figuring out how you feel about him, why are you looking for Lee?" Ian asked.


  "Yesterday, I told Sam it wouldn't work for us and now he's not talking to me. Lee's his best friend." Best friends were always intermediaries when something like this went wrong, either smoothing over the situation or warning the other guy off until things calmed down. In his case, Lee was joining Sam in ignoring him. Devin had no idea what the silent treatment meant in the grand scheme of things.


  "Oh, hon, you're his best friend. You and Mike. Lee is who he goes to when you're not around."


  Devin frowned. "How the hell does everyone know so much about me and Sam?"


  Ian shrugged again. "You know, Savannah's gay community is pretty tight. Plus, Lee is popular. I can't be the only person who wondered if there was something between him and Sam. After seeing the way you gave Tyler the evil eye, I asked him one day. He said Sam's like a little brother to him and he had his eye on someone else, anyway. Now we know who he had his eye on."


  "And I was too stupid to figure it out on my own."


  "You're not stupid, just blind, I guess."


  "Same difference," Devin said.


  "No, it's not." Ian reached out and rubbed one of Devin's arms, just below the shoulder. "You've cared about Sam for a long time. Being in love with him probably just snuck up on you. Hit you upside the head in the dark."


  "And now I'm alone in the dark."


  "Ooh, how very romance novel of you," Ian said with a small smile. "You're not alone. He's ticked because he can tell how you feel about him, like pretty much every person who's been in a room with the two of you in the last while." Ian's voice rose as he said this and he shook Devin lightly. "He'll calm down and then you can tell him you were a blind moron to throw his love away and you'll do anything to make it up to him so Sam knows he's the only man you'll ever love."


  "That's a bit much." Ian joined in Devin's light laugh. "What movie did you steal that from?"


  "Who knows? I'm just saying, you better say something worth coming out of a snit for or you'll never be able to get your Sammy back." Ian took his hand back. "He's lucky, you know?"


  "Sam?"


  Ian nodded. "If I had someone who looked at me the way you look at him, I'd give up anything in my life to keep him. When someone like you falls, you fall hard. And with your best friend, I don't think anything will be able to shake that."


  ****


  "You're so full of it."


  Sam looked up from his phone. Lee was scowling at him. Frowning, he asked, "What are you talking about?"


  Lee dropped his gym bag and pointed at Sam. "You don't want to talk to him, don't care what he has to say, but you can't stop checking your messages. That's what, the tenth time today?"


  Sixth. It wasn't Sam's fault Devin kept calling and texting. He should've gotten the message by now. There was nothing left for the two of them to talk about. Devin didn't want him, in spite of kissing Sam like he would die if he didn't, and Sam didn't want to hear any further explanation. Not even the 'full, honest reality' he hadn't seen before that Devin had promised to reveal in his most recent text. It was all a smokescreen to stop Sam from being angry, which wasn't necessary. He wasn't angry, he had never been angry, even when he'd been drunk. He was confused and hurt and questioning why he'd never seen that Devin couldn't return his feelings.


  It had taken a long time for Sam to learn to read people and it was jarring to realize his instincts were wrong when it came to Devin. He supposed it was because he had feelings for him, but there was something else there. Something was wrong with the situation and for the life of him, Sam couldn't figure out what. Just now, he wasn't in the mood to sit down with Devin and have a heart to heart. He needed to get some emotional distance and then he would see.


  "It doesn't matter how many times I check my messages," Sam said. He tossed his phone into his gym bag and shoved it next to Lee's bag with his foot. "Nothing's changing."


  "He clearly wants to talk to you. He's even texting me and you know he never talks to me outside of practice unless he has to," Lee said. "I'm not saying you have to do anything—"


  "Like your advice from before?"


  Lee nodded. "Yeah, but you should at least talk to him one last time. I still think this is a rash decision."


  "Could be. But it's been a few days and I haven't changed my mind," Sam said.


  "You haven't let Devin give you a reason to," Lee responded. "You said it yourself; it takes time for people to get used to big changes. He had no idea how you felt about him until last week."


  "And he still said no," Sam whispered. He closed his eyes as Lee pulled him into a tight hug. The light rubbing on his back felt good, but Sam couldn't let himself relax into the touch. He was too tense because he was going to see Devin soon and he hadn't yet figured out what he was going to say to him.


  "He hasn't stopped calling you since. How will you know if he's had a change of heart if you don't talk to him?"


  Sam leaned back to look at Lee. "I don't want him to tell me he has feelings for me just because he knows I'm unhappy with him."


  "No, you wanted him to stop running away and talk to you and he's trying to do that, but you won't let him." Lee reached up and ruffled Sam's short hair. "You'll never know what could happen if you don't give him a chance."


  I'll never forgive myself if I don't at least listen to what he has to say, Sam thought, letting Lee hold him again. It wasn't fair, that Devin had this kind of hold on Sam and he couldn't return the favor, couldn't turn it off when he needed to do something to restore his peace of mind.


  Lee gave Sam one last squeeze and released him. "He's here. You want to give it a shot now?"


  Sam looked over. Devin had just arrived with Mike and he was watching the two of them. Sam couldn't tell for sure from where he stood, but Devin looked like he hadn't gotten any sleep the night before. His hair was uncombed and he was frowning, ignoring the team members who approached him as he eyed Sam and Lee some distance away. Sam broke eye contact first.


  "I'll go to the house after practice. I need more of my clothes anyway."


  Lee said nothing about that last part, but Sam had heard it all anyway. He could stay with Lee as long as he was upset, as long as it took for him and Devin to get back on an even keel, but he was supposed to go home eventually. The problem was, Sam didn't know if it would ever feel like home again.


  ****


  Truth was a funny thing. It required perspective. Devin had recently acquired a lot of perspective and it changed how he thought of a lot of things. When he saw Lee hugging Sam before practice, he knew now that it was probably a comforting gesture, not Lee coming onto Sam. When Devin recalled how intense Sam used to be when they played chess, he realized the other man had probably considered their games foreplay, since it was one of the few times he'd been guaranteed Devin's undivided attention. And when Sam picked up his bag and ran out of the park after practice, Devin knew it wasn't because he was late for class or he suddenly remembered an appointment. He'd left because being around Devin any longer than he had to be caused him pain. A hurt that Devin had the feeling he wouldn't be able to erase, because he'd never get the chance. Not unless he took it.


  Devin walked over to Lee and stood to the side until he finished his conversation with another player. Lee picked up his gym bag from the ground and glanced up at him. "Want something?"


  All right. It was going to be rough going with both of them. Devin could handle that. He had a lot of groveling to do and if he had to do it with Sam's support system, he'd start with Lee until Sam agreed to talk to him. "Lee, I need to talk to Sam. Do you know where he went?"


  Lee frowned. "He doesn't want to talk to you."


  "But I need to talk to him. I know he told you why."


  "I'm not real big on sharing things with you, but I may as well since it's almost over." Lee crossed his arms over his chest. "He said he can't be around you right now and he thinks you feel the same."


  That couldn't be true. After all of his calls went unanswered and his texts were ignored, Devin had stayed up three nights in a row before he realized Sammy wasn't going to come home to talk to him. When he'd showed up for practice, he'd barely looked at Devin the entire time and escaped before Devin could try to talk. Even if he hadn't listened to the voicemails or read the texts, Sammy had to know Devin was trying to get in touch with him for a reason. They couldn't continue like this.


  "I need to talk to him," Devin said again. "Will you tell me where he is?"


  Lee stared at him for a while, weighing what Devin asked against whatever Sammy had told him. "He's at your house, getting some stuff. He thinks he can have all of it moved out by the end of the week."


  "He's moving out? Why?"


  "In spite of how you've been acting, I know you're not stupid." Without further comment, Lee turned and walked away from him, following the rest of the team out of the park.


  Devin ran the six blocks to the house, just barely catching his breath as he stumbled into the living room. Glancing at the spot before the window, he saw that the chess board had been packed up, the rickety table they used to play on folded and set against the wall, folding chairs beside it. Devin took the stairs two at a time, only slowing when he reached Sammy's bedroom.


  It was naked. Posters were down. Sam's 3D model of the human brain had been put away. The shelves were bare of most of Sammy's books. An open suitcase lay on the bed, a jumble of clothes tossed inside. Devin stood in the doorway, heart in his throat, as Sam came out of his closet with another armful of clothes and dumped them in.


  "You don't have to do this."


  Sam jumped and screamed, one hand over his heart. "You scared the shit out of me."


  What scared Devin was knowing that he'd hurt Sammy so badly he had to get away from him. He'd never wanted that. "You don't have to do any of this." His breath caught as Sammy turned away and began stuffing the clothes into his suitcase, using all his strength to stuff them in when they wouldn't fit. "I saw you packed up the chess board."


  "I'm done playing games with you."


  Devin moved into the room, standing just behind him. "Sammy, don't do this."


  "Don't do what?" Sam turned to him and Devin got his first real look at the dark circles under his eyes. Neither of them had been sleeping the past few nights and it was Devin's fault. All of it. Every moment of pain he'd caused Sam, in spite of his best effort not to. Every moment of anxiety because he wanted something Devin couldn't give him. The regret he could read in Sam's eyes before the other man turned away, intent on packing his life away.


  "Don't leave. I don't want you to leave."


  "You've made it clear you don't want a lot of things," Sam said. There was no shortage of bitterness in his voice, but he was also resigned. Trust Sam to be accepting of a fact, even if it pained him. "It's better if I give you space."


  "I don't need space. I had enough of being alone the past few days. I need to talk to you."


  "We've said everything that needed to be said."


  "No." Devin touched his arm and Sam jumped. Devin could sense he wanted to move away from the touch, push him away, but he didn't. Devin rubbed his arm and drew closer. He turned Sam to face him. "I'm sorry. I didn't know how to tell you what I was thinking."


  "It's fine," he said, though it clearly wasn't. "You don't want to be with me that way and I can't just turn my feelings off, so this is what I have to do." He began grabbing for his clothes again, stuffing them into the suitcase.


  "Stop, stop, stop." Devin turned Sammy to face him again, this time holding his shoulders so he couldn't turn away. "Just listen," he said when Sammy opened his mouth to interrupt. "You blindsided me. I can't think of any other way to say it. When you came on to me, everything I thought I knew about you changed. I never expected anything to happen between us but I never wanted you to think I don't care about you."


  "I know you do, as a friend," Sam said. "You may not have seen it, but I felt something between us. I always thought it never went further because your feelings for Mike were stronger. After that night, I know it's because you're drawn to me, but not enough to do anything about it."


  "That's not it," Devin said. "Well, part of it is, but I really... I never took the time to think about how I feel about you. You've just been there and I took it for granted that you always would be. And I know I never thought about what it might mean to you." Devin picked up Sam's suitcase from the bed and pushed it onto the floor. It landed with a thunk. Several shirts tumbled out. Devin sat on the bed and pulled Sam to settle next to him.


  "When I talked to Mike, one of the things he said stuck with me. He said I can't treat you like other guys I've been with. And he's right. I've spent so much time bouncing in and out of bed with men who didn't mean anything to me and I can't do that with you." Devin swallowed around the lump in his throat. "You mean too much to me. The last thing I wanted was to fall into bed drunk the other night. I thought you'd regret it the next day and I knew I would." He raised a hand to cup Sammy's cheek. "You deserve more than that. And if we're going to do this, we're going to do it right."


  "So, it wasn't a no, it was a not while you can barely stand up on your own?"


  Devin nodded. "But the more I thought about it, the more I realized this wouldn't work. I don't know how to do this, with you."


  "I'm just me. It's not complicated."


  "But it is. There aren't a lot of people I'm really close to. If I screw this up, I'll never be able to forgive myself." Devin swallowed hard. "I care about you too much to take that chance."


  "I want to take a chance with you," Sammy said. "It doesn't feel like a risk to me."


  "Maybe you don't know me well enough. I'm a mess. I can't be what you need and it wouldn't be fair to you. Or maybe that's what it is for you. You fix people who are broken in some way, but I don't want to be that kind of burden on you. I don't want you to look at everything that's wrong with me and realize you made a mistake one day."


  "Devin, I don't think of you like a patient. You're not broken."


  "There's something wrong with me. Every relationship I touch turns to shit."


  "That's not true." Sam frowned. "I don't know who made you feel like you need to be fixed—"


  "My family," Devin supplied.


  "I don't know what they said to you to make you feel like you're unworthy of love, but you're wrong. They're wrong. I know you. I know your fear comes from being rejected because you're not someone else's idea of perfect. But none of us are. You're stubborn and insecure and reckless." Sam reached up to stroke his cheek. "You're also funny and sexy and softhearted. I hate that you push people away when you need them the most, but that's how you protect yourself from being hurt. It took me a while, but I see through all those carefully constructed walls to a man who is capable of so much love. I see you, the good and the bad," Sam said, dropping his hand to rub Devin's chest, "and I want you. Being scared of something new is perfectly natural, but the only way you could hurt me is if you lie to me or cheat on me."


  "I would never do that."


  "Then this is simple. I love you exactly the way you are. All you have to do is love me back," Sam said, his voice dropping to whisper a promise across Devin's skin. Every inch of him became aware of their proximity, the way Sam's eyes bore into his, the promises that lay behind them, just waiting to be fulfilled. Sam closed the distance between them.


  Sam's lips were soft, pliant, moving against Dev's with such delicate pressure, he held himself back, afraid to spoil this new thing between them by moving too fast. A hand squeezing the back of his neck urged him closer, faint moans encouraging his thrusting tongue. Luxurious pleasure unfurled heat deep in his belly and Dev moved against Sam, one hand sliding against his shorts, pushing them up to expose soft skin and rough hair to Dev's exploring touch.


  They moved until Sammy was propped against the headboard, Devin nestled in the warm space between his legs, their lips never losing contact. Dev felt it then, the sudden flood of emotion when they kissed— lust, love, yearning, the knowledge that this was right, this was what he'd searched for with other men and come up empty. His breath caught and Devin leaned back, catching his breath.


  Sam inhaled sharply. "Is there... what's wrong?"


  "Nothing," Devin said. His heart was pounding and he was short of breath, but that was because being with Sam was making him so hot, he was dizzy with the rush. Dev smiled. "Everything's right."


  "Good," Sam said. He squeezed the back of Devin's neck again. "Because if you were going to run away from me again, I'd have to chase you down, tie you up and have my way with you."


  Devin's surprised laugh became another kiss, so slow and soft he could feel Sam possessing bits of him at a time. He'd never run again. Always wanted to be in this bed, with him, if just the touch of Sam's hand sliding under his shirt and a soft moan as Dev responded in kind could nearly send him over the edge.


  Devin rubbed his thumb over Sam's nipple through the thin cotton of his worn shirt. He was rewarded with a breathy whimper as Sam leaned into the touch, his own hands pausing for a second as he registered the contact.


  "I want to taste you," Sam whispered and Devin almost came right then.


  Before he could gather his thoughts enough to whisper a sexy comeback, Sam had him on his back, shorts, briefs and shirts tossed onto the floor with the other clothes and was taking him in hand, a wicked smile lighting the hazel eyes. "You're beautiful," Sam whispered. Hot breath on skin was replaced by warm, wet heat and Devin closed his eyes, allowing himself to get lost in the sensation. A few light pulls and then, "Look at me," had Devin opening his eyes again, looking into Sam's as he eased Dev's foreskin back and flicked his tongue over the head.


  Devin's hips bucked from the bed. Sam held him in place as he continued, swirling his tongue as he took Devin into his mouth. Inch by inch, he took him in deeper, hands reaching up to stroke circles around Devin's nipples in tandem.


  "Sam." Barely more than a whisper.


  "Mm." A hum that threatened Devin's control. Sam's head bobbed, taking Dev as deep as he could before he pulled back, leaving Devin hard and slick and aching for that tight, wet heat around him again. Sam obliged before Devin could take his next breath, remember what he'd wanted to say.


  Then, "Sam." Urgent, a hand in Sam's hair, clutching at the short strands as Devin struggled not to come. Sam winked, his head moving in time with Devin's frantic thrusts. More humming, a squeeze to his balls and then, "Fuck."


  He'd always pulled out before. Always. It was one of the rules Dev stuck to religiously. But with Sam looking him in the eye, there was little Dev could do but give him everything he wanted.


  Licking his wet lips, Sam moved up the bed and rejoined their lips. This time the kiss was faster, saltier, wetter, a beginning that had Devin hard again in moments. Sam's hand was between them, stroking them both, getting stickier by the second.


  "Wait," Devin said. Sam licked his lips. "I want—" To return the favor. To feel on equal ground again.


  "Later," Sam said. "I need you in me now." He pulled Devin over him, moved his hand out of the way. Dev rocked against him, their cocks slick and sensitive to the touch. Every sensation of skin on skin and hair and muscular thighs and wandering hands and thrusting tongues became a game, a challenge— who would last the longest, beg first? Another kiss and Devin was lost, nail flicking over one of Sam's nipples as he slowed his thrusts, not wanting to come again without him. Sam moaned. Dev pulled their lips apart.


  "Do you have?"


  "Yes."


  There was some fumbling in a drawer— desperate now— and shaky hands brushed aside as Sam took over preparation. Then they were joined. Sam locked his legs behind Devin's hips and waited, adjusted, looked into his lover's eyes and pulled him down into another of those slow, soul-melting kisses.


  Devin thought he'd been ready for it, but the feel of Sam beneath him, being inside him, was almost too much. He moved deeper, the pressure easing enough to allow them the perfect fit and groaned into Sam's mouth. Dev moved his hips back, slowly, savoring each panting breath and the light scratch against his neck as Sam silently begged for more.


  I love you, Devin thought just before saying it aloud, a whisper into the crook of Sammy's neck as he writhed beneath him. He repeated it again as they moved together, more urgent this time. Sam locked his arms around Devin's chest and arched his hips up. Their eyes met. Sam had heard, but he was beyond words. Beyond anything but the way they felt, together.


  Devin repeated it again for good measure, pulling Sammy tighter to him as he moved, meeting him thrust for thrust, coming so hard and fast spots swam before his eyes. Sam followed soon after; Dev's name an oath on his lips as he cried out, his voice echoing around the quiet room. Devin kissed him again, hard, then pulled out, tossing the slick condom into the trashcan. More kisses followed, sleepy, thankful, content, and they settled onto the bed, Sam draped across Devin's chest.


  A long time passed before either of them moved or spoke. It had grown dark outside. Dev wondered if he should get up and close the bedroom door, but he knew Mike would understand. Besides, he couldn't bring himself to leave Sam's arms.


  Sam cleared his throat. "How long was I asleep?"


  "Not long. Maybe twenty minutes."


  Sam moved to look up at him. Devin could just make out his grin in the darkness. "You clocked how long I'd been asleep?"


  Devin laughed. "Yeah, I was wondering when the sleeping angel was going to be replaced by the sexy little devil again."


  "Whenever you want it," Sam said. He placed a kiss on the underside of Devin's jaw and returned his head to Dev's chest. "You know what this means, right?"


  You're home. You're not leaving. I never have to feel lost without you again. Heady stuff, Devin's thoughts. Aloud, he said, "I have to stop fighting with Lee?"


  Sam chuckled. "Worse. Mike gets to say 'I told you so.'"


  Devin laughed and pulled Sam tight against his chest. "I think he's earned this one."


  THE END
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  On a highly polished floor, two supple young men rest. The wall behind them is a deep wine red color, and lights glow along the edge of the stage so brightly the floor they rest on appears to be mirrored, reflecting their intertwined forms back up at them. Though still, the shape the make together is so dynamic it appears to move. One young man's face is visible and clearly marks him as being of Asian descent, while the other young man's is hidden. They are dressed in white loin cloths, and their skin shimmers with the sweat of their exertions.
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  Dear Author


  On stage they move together beautifully, fluid and flawless and perfectly in sync. Off stage, they dance around each other, hesitant and uncoordinated. What keeps them apart? What steps must they take before they find their rhythm?


  Sincerely,


  Samantha
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  Dedication


  This one is for Sam, because she asked, and for Patric, my Balthazar, because he is. I dream of you among the stars, dancing shadow dances of your own.


  


  


  SHADOW DANCE


  by Cherie Noel


  CHAPTER 1


  ~First Impressions~


  The voices of the flutes and drums echoed through the small studio where Hinata danced. He closed his mind to all the worries of his day, sinking down into the pulses of sound, letting them mold and shape his form until muscles and sinews no longer dictated his body, until only the rhythm and the sad, sad murmurs of the two bamboo flutes twining around his naked bones moved him through the steps of his dance. The music flowed across the pale pine expanse of the floor as his feet took flight. When he landed, the notes and the silences between them came to eddy and swirl around his ankles. The sounds ran across his skin in washes of noise as lush, sultry and tangible as the warm slide of water down along his tired body every morning during his post dance showers.


  "Hinata. Come. Time to exercise body is over. Now is time to strengthen mind." The rapid patter of his mother's terse speech chopped holes into the fabric woven by the music. The steel framework beneath the petal soft tones of her voice drew all warmth from the room, leaving a sudden silence in its wake to splash in icy virulence across Hinata's naked soul.


  Hinata bit back the hot words burning on his tongue. "Yes, Mother." He inclined his head to her, crossing the wide expanse of polished wooden planks with delicate steps and accepting the cup of specially blended tea she handed him on his way out of the room. "Thank you, Mother, I will shower and then join you for breakfast." His mother's mouth remained in a straight line, but her eyes crinkled at the corners. She was pleased.


  "Very good, Hinata. I see on your school calendar that you have testing in two months, so we must begin to prepare you to excel on these measurements." After Hinata stepped past his mother where she waited in the entryway to his dance studio, he allowed himself one eye roll. The birds were still singing at the tops of the trees in the corner of the yard, making him wish to linger in the garden, but his mother had decided it was time to begin prepping for his quarterly exams. She would need only a handful of weeks to master the material, but Hinata struggled to grasp the flat facts he learned from the pages of a book. His skills were those of an entertainer or a geisha, and he must therefore work very hard to approach an acceptable level of knowledge in his coursework.


  Toshiko, or clever child, was a very appropriate name for his mother, however. Hinata sometimes wished she had been blessed with a far cleverer youngest son. For him to see the look she had worn just now on her face was rare. As the day of testing approached, the expression would become as unimaginable as riding a unicorn through the streets of Fresno. "Hai, Okasan."


  "English, Hinata, English please. Your first exam will be in reading and comprehension. You must use every moment to prepare." A hard note of censure crept into her tone.


  Hinata's shoulders tensed. "Yes, Mother." He hurried through the garden toward the back door of the house with a burning behind his eyes. His mother lingered in the garden. Hinata turned to pull the door shut behind him. The first rays of sun reached over the garden wall to fall on his mother's neatly styled black hair and light one side of her face. She sat upon the single stone bench set in the center of the garden, and pulled her electronic notepad from the pocket of her jacket. Before she began to write, she lifted the hand holding the stylus and using the back of her delicate wrist, brushed something he could not see from the far side of her face.


  "Go to your shower, Hinata. You are wasting precious time." Hinata hastily stepped backward until he stood fully inside the house, closed the door softly, and walked with purpose down the hallway and up the stairs. Even as he set the temperature of the shower in his bathroom and shed his dance clothes the image lingered, and as he studied it, the slight droop in the line of his mother's shoulders and the down-turned curve of her neck made one thing very clear. No matter what sacrifice became necessary, he must not continue to disappoint his mother.


  ****


  Peter stood at the bathroom mirror gazing at the mountainous protuberance nestled in angry red glory between the left side of his nose and his cheek. No, no, no, no. This could not be happening, not today of all days. Today was the first day at his new school, and while not a freshman he was still going to be the new guy. The pimple faced new guy. He cautiously raised his hand and poked the enormous thing with one finger.


  "Oh crap!" The resulting jolt of pain earned him instant respect for Randy Markums, who suffered chronically from volcanic eruptions like the one now adorning the side of Peter's face. Randy never complained, not even when the wrestling coach paired them and Peter pinned Randy, grinding the other boy's face into the practice mats. He didn't have time now, but tonight he'd send Randy a text telling him he'd had a giant pimple on his first day at his new school. Maybe that would make up a little for his insensitivity about the other boy's trials, or at least give the poor guy some vindication.


  Peter sighed. There was nothing to be done about the hideous bump, or at least nothing that wouldn't make him look even more diseased, so he splashed his face with a little cold water and cautiously patted it dry. He'd ask his mother about ways and means to keep his face clear of angry eruptions tonight when she got home from work. For now— Peter twisted his arm to make his new watch face easier to read— crap, for now he had to hurry. He only had fifteen minutes before his bus would be out in front of their apartment complex, and his folks would skin him quicker than a hunting dog could tree a 'coon if he missed the bus. He dropped the washcloth into the sink with a wet splat, snagging his backpack and jacket on the way past his bedroom. Peter shivered at the thought of having his very own room. The little space, barely big enough to house his twin bed, desk and little bookshelf was something fine still. Finer than hairs on a frog's legs.


  Just three months ago he'd still been sharing one with his cousins Tater and Rufus in the attic of his grandparent's house. The boys got moved there because when Uncle Billy and Auntie Caroline had the triplets there just warn't room for all the boys to stay in the cabin anymore, not without sharing with alla Peter's girl cousins. It mighta been okay for Rufus and Tater to sleep in with Baby Cee and Missy, but there was no way Auntie Caroline was gonna let Peter sleep in the same room with his near grown, twice removed, female cousins. So him and the boys all got bundled up the hill to Gram and Gramps place, and that doubled their chores and straight snatched away every bit of their spare time.


  His Gram and Gramps were the strictest, and most old-fashioned folks he knew. They had hearts made of solid gold, hands made of old hickory, and minds papered with pages from the Old Testament of the King James Bible. Peter heard his folks talking low some nights, when they thought he was asleep, about how glad they were to have him somewhere people weren't so narrow-minded, and where they could get decent jobs to be able to afford to send him to college.


  If they'd stayed back home, Gram and Gramps would never have allowed him to take what they saw as 'charity' to pay his way through college. There were even good schools much closer to home. He just would never have been able to afford to go without grants, loans and more money than his folks could make back there. And Gram and Gramps would have forbidden the grants and loans out of hand, quoting scripture about neither borrowing nor lending… Peter pursed his lips. Even old Reverend Mitchell said that kind of stuff in the bible, the stuff from the Old Testament didn't weigh as heavy as the New Testament teachings about love. The night Ma and Pa had left to move out to California, Gramps had been so angry he just sat on the porch for hours drinking Jim Beam out of a hip flask and smoking pipe after pipe full of tobacco.


  Gram had cried and read her bible.


  Peter shook his head at the memory as he stopped next to the front door to cram his size twelve feet into his almost brand-new tennis shoes. The sneakers still pinched his toes after a whole six weeks of wearing 'em. He took the key his mom had given him so proudly the night before from the hook by the door, stepped out and carefully locked the small two- bedroom apartment's front door. Clutching the key hard enough to leave marks in his palm, Peter sprinted down the concrete stairs to ground level. He arrived at the bus stop just as the big yellow-orange school bus heaved into view. He stood, panting a little from his run, and waited his turn to climb into the maw of the big orange monster.


  Whoo-wee, Tater and Rufus would be right jealous if'n they could see him now. They'd neither one of them ever got to ride on a real live school bus, being as Gram and Gramps's cabin was still close enough to the school house for them to walk. Plus and besides, this real live bus was even co-ed. Peter had learned that there fancy word this summer from one of the Simpson girls who lived in his complex. Sure enough, when his eyesight adjusted to the much dimmer interior of the bus, there was Lisabeth Simpson twirling her fiery hair around one finger and jiggling her shiny silver earring with the tip of another while sitting with her sister Mitzy. He sidled down the aisle and took a seat behind the two red-heads.


  "Howdy Lisabeth, Mitzy. How y'all doin' this morning?" Peter leaned his forearms along the back of their seat and leaned his head forward so they could hear him good. He spoke in a low, respectful tone so's the girls would know he thought well of them, just like his ma had taught him. Mitzy giggled, and Lisabeth turned sideways, leaning her back against the bus window. "Good morning, Peter. You excited about your first day?"


  Peter wrinkled his nose, and then winced when the action put undue pressure on Mount Zittlering. "Yeah. This is better'n a three day 'coon hunt."


  Mitzy and Lisabeth exchanged glances. Mitzy poked Lisabeth's leg with the tips of her fingers. "Okay, okay, I'll tell him." Lisabeth blew her bangs out of her face after snapping at her sister. "Peter, you might want to mention the whole hunting raccoons in the hollow with your cousins Tater and Rufus thing a little less. Um… some of the kids might make fun of you. Like, if they don't know you well and they just overhear something about raccoons? They're gonna think you're, like, a total hick. Um, sorry. We just don't want anyone to be mean to you, cause you're really nice, okay?"


  Well.


  Didn't that just beat getting' kicked square in the nuts by an ornery mule all hollow? Peter wondered how he was going to get through a whole hour, let alone a whole day without mentioning Rufus and Tater and 'coon hunting. Maybe he could just be one of those real quiet guys who almost never spoke up unless the teacher called on him. It could happen, maybe. Peter snorted, rolling his eyes a little at the idea he could manage to stay quiet for as long as a whole class period.


  Mitzy turned around in the seat, her brows puckering up a bit. "We're not popular girls, Peter, or we could protect you. But we can't just let you make mistakes right off the bat. Don't be mad, please?"


  "Aw, I ain't mad. I'm just figurin' I better not say too much til' I get the lay of the land. Cause I figure if I try to talk to folks too much I'll end up talking about lots that's real hickish, cause, well, that's what I am Mitz. I don't mind so much, but I'd hate to make y'all look bad or get picked on for bein' my friend."


  Mitzy and Lisabeth exchanged another one of those secretive girl looks that plumb baffled the hell out of Peter. "Oh, you're so sweet. Don't you worry, Peter. Anyone who knows you is gonna like you. I'm sure of it." Lisabeth nodded her head emphatically as she spoke, like she was standing in a court-room convincing a jury full of pissed off peers that she and her sister oughta be allowed to save him from hisself.


  Mitzy raised an eyebrow at him. "Peter, are you making up stories in your head again about what Lisabeth and I are doing? Geez, I wish you'd write them down. They make me laugh, but then I can never remember them later. Please?"


  A slow smile spread across Peter's face. Lisabeth and Mitzy were the first ones since he'd had to leave Tater and Rufus behind who seemed to enjoy his stories as much as his cousins did. "I reckon I could write 'em down for you Mitzy. That wouldn't be too much trouble."


  The low squealing protest of the bus doors creeping shut sounded. Peter looked over to Lisabeth, about to start on a new topic of conversation. Her horrified gaze caught the words before they could escape from his lips, and the statement scrambled back down his throat so fast Peter choked on it. New words squeezed past the old ones. Peter closed his eyes, drew in a deep breath of the new plastic smell of the bus combined with the fruity smells of both Simpson girls' shampoo. "Do you figure I should hold my hand up against my face all day? I couldn't think of no way to make it seem smaller, and if I popped it well, then I'd have a big ole bloody spot on my face that couldn't nobody mistake for anything except what used to be a zit. I— Lisabeth. Lisabeth. Are you gonna answer me?"


  Lisabeth shook herself, tearing her eyes from his mountainous zit with a palpable effort. "Ah… no, probably best if you don't show up all bloody on your first day. Whoa. I don't think I ever saw one look so… angry though." Her lips quirked up a tiny bit at the corners, and Peter fought to keep his temper reigned in. He recalled how often he'd made fun of Randy Markums, wincing a bit at what he now realized had been a humiliated expression on the other boys face. Well, he— opening his mouth he set to tell Lisabeth to just quit talkin' about it. "You plum know just how ta stab a fella right through the heart, don'tcha?"


  Lisabeth clapped a hand over her mouth. Mitzy poked her in the shoulder. "Geez, Lissie, don't be so mean. You get them too. For cripes sake, everybody at our school except that beautiful Japanese boy gets them. I— what was his name again?" Lisabeth turned nearly as red as her hair and her eyes started to sparkle the exact same way Baby Cee's did right before she set to bawling. Peter spoke quickly to try and cut those threatening tears off before they got a good chance to start. "Nah, Mitz, don't give her a hard time. I'd already took to calling it Mount Zitterling—"


  Mitzy and Lisabeth both wore identical expressions of open-mouthed shock for a split second, and then they both burst into peals of laughter. Peter grinned crookedly back at them. After a few moments passed, Lisabeth pulled herself together. "Sorry Peter. I thought you were like Hinata, the boy Mitzy mentioned, and didn't get pimples like the rest of us mere mortals. Lame that you got one on your first day though." She paused to blow an errant strand of hair out of her face. "If you were a girl I'd offer you some of my makeup to cover it up, but… well, you'd just look sillier with a big swipe of cover-up next to your nose, now wouldn't you?"


  Mitzy giggled. Peter glanced over at her to find her holding both hands over her face and her eyes peeking all twinkly and bright over the tops of them. His grin grew a little wider. "I reckon the guys would give me a hard time at football practice too."


  A couple of Mitzy's giggles escaped around the dam of her fingers. Lisabeth thwapped her sister hard with the back of her hand. "Hush, you, or I'll tell Peter all about the last time we rode this bus!"


  Peter lifted his eyebrows up. Turning his attention back to Lisabeth, he gave her a slow wink. "Really? Well, shucks, now you have to tell me. I'm perishing to know." Lisabeth laughed outright, leaning against the side of the bus. The radio crackled up by the bus driver. The man spoke into his microphone, something about additional stops or skipped stops. Peter let the noise fade into the background along with the sounds of the other kids, the traffic noises, and everything except the two girls he thought he might come to love as much as Tater and Rufus. The bus lurched along, stopping at various intervals to allow more students on. The sun climbed higher in the sky, and Peter forgot to worry about the whole new guy thing in the wake of Lisabeth's hilarious story.


  CHAPTER 2


  Hinata sighed quietly as the limo slid past the bus stop. His new driver, Andre, slowed as they passed the bus stop closest to his house. A small smile crept across Andre's face as his wide spaced brown eyes caught Hinata's in the rear-view mirror. Hinata forgot himself long enough to smile back before he dipped his head, his mother's stern tones ringing in his ears. "We are descended from the Kadzoku, the nobility of our people. We do not befriend the servants."


  Her voice was full of yearning when she said the words, though, and Hinata was still trying to work out if she longed to befriend some servant, or— and this was far more likely— if she longed for the days before the Kadzoku were banned. He shivered in the wake of the cold thought, leaning toward the bright sun shining outside the car. Two girls waited at the bus stop, one shifting from foot to foot as though she were about to break into dance. Hinata pressed his face against the inner surface of the window closest to them. They were both red-haired girls. Their features were similar enough to make clear their close relationship. At most distant they might be cousins. Hinata shook his head. No, he believed them to be sisters. His chi warmed at the thought of them standing every day where he could observe them at the stop chattering animatedly to one another. He wished for what felt like the millionth time to be one of them. Well, not a girl, but ordinary: a boy waiting for a bus. Hinata burned to be himself, just himself. He dreamed of doing so without any interference from well-meaning family. But burn as he might, the most compromise he'd been allowed was attending a public school.


  He'd fought bitterly for the concession. And until he refused to eat, nothing he'd done would sway his mother. Only after dropping just over eighteen pounds from his already slender frame and telling their family doctor he would fight every measure to enforce his intake of 'adequate' calories— only then did his mother relent, allowing him to attend school with the other children. She allowed him as long as he kept up his private studies, and did not argue with her regarding his future.


  The light at the intersection changed, and his car slid forward. From the corner of his eye, he saw the bus pull into place on the cross street, blocking his view of the teens waiting for transportation to school. At least at school he could belong. The popular girls kept him almost as a mascot, but Hinata could not begrudge them their silliness. They truly cared for him, and so were protective. His mother approved his adoption by what she termed the "proper" class of friends. Hinata shrugged, turning his head to watch a tall boy with broad shoulders race up the sidewalk toward the bus. Perhaps one day, when he was grown he would be free to make his own choices in friends.


  "Would you like to stop for lattes for your friends, Mr. Hinata? Sam, your old driver told me you used to do that every Monday during the school year. Except for the Mondays you had off for holidays." Startled from his lingering assessment of the running boy's long legs, Hinata jerked his head around. Andre met his gaze once again, warmth pouring from his brown eyes.


  "Yes. Yes, that would be… nice." Hinata's lips turned up at the corners of their own accord, and even his mother could not find fault with exhibiting polite behavior. "That would be very nice. Please be sure to get one for each of us as well, Andre." The big driver's skin crinkled just at the corners of his eyes. Hinata ducked his head, a ball of warm emotion unfurling in his chest. He thought, maybe, just maybe, Andre might be what one could call a friend. Not a close friend, because Hinata would not presume so much, but… perhaps very like a distantly related uncle who thought kindly of one. He tilted his head, glancing at the man's enormous shoulders and the one cocoa colored hand he could see on the steering wheel. Hinata kept his lashes lowered. He wanted to be polite, after all.


  "A vanilla latte sounds wonderful. Do you have a preference for what you want?" Andre's bass tones rumbled through the car. Hinata's face flooded with heat, and the tips of his ears burned. Andre sounded pleased. He shook his head in a rapid negation. Whatever Andre was having would be fine. "Alright then, Mr. Hinata, it's off to Starbucks we go."


  Hinata giggled softly, hiding his smile behind his hand. The sun shone in through the window, warming his cheek, and the right side of his face while his driver's honey brown eyes warmed the cold places inside him. He missed his old driver, but at least the new man smiled, and treated him like a person. A frown pulled at Hinata's brow. Mother would not approve. He firmed his delicate jaw. He would make sure she did not catch wind of Andre's kindness. He would not lose his job as the last man had.


  Hinata shivered, and huddled closer to the window. His mother meant well, but she did not see him. Mother's lovely almond shaped eyes saw only a scion of the Kenkyusha line. Another shiver wracked his slender frame. Glancing up, he found Andre's eyes on him, a pucker forming between the man's neatly arched brows. "Are you warm enough, Mr. Hinata? I can turn the heat on if you're feeling chilled."


  Andre's deep tones rumbled out of his chest, tumbled over the lip of the partially open partition between the driver's seat and the back of the limo, and wrapped around Hinata. A quiet similar to the inner stillness he found in the mornings in his family's garden after he danced settled into his bones. He nodded, and then shook his head. "I— no thank you, Andre. I am well now."


  Silence fell between them, and the big black car rolled down the street. Hinata closed his eyes. Sunlight danced against his face, the red and black patterns resolving themselves into the image of the tall boy from the bus stop. Hinata allowed his mind to linger over the image. The other boy looked like a crane about to take flight, all long limbs and awkward angles… and unearthly grace. He'd smiled at the two girls who were waiting at the stop, and in that moment, a crushing weight pushed against Hinata's chest. He wanted the tall boy to smile at him so freely, to laugh and throw his head back in abandon. Hinata's belly twisted inside, a slow rolling motion he'd never felt before.


  "Oh." The word slipped past his lips in a nearly breathless whisper. Hinata's eyes popped open. He scanned his surroundings, finding Andre's eyes turned to a large truck rumbling by on the other side of the road at the exact same moment. He slumped back against the seat, every muscle in his frame falling slack as relief washed through him. Perhaps the girls would know who this boy was.


  Hinata gave a firm little nod. He would ask his Posse when he got to homeroom. He giggled very quietly, good mood restored by the image of his mother's perceived horror at such a description of his friends. Her perfectly formed eyebrows would meet her hairline, and then her mouth would press together tightly and turn her lips white with pressure. He giggled again as he spied the Starbucks sign. His father approved the purchases made by the chauffeuring staff. He pulled Hinata aside during his freshman year at the public school, making a clear point of telling him exactly that. The elder Kenkyusha smiled at his son, his gruff voice ripe with an understated amusement Hinata rarely heard in his father's voice. "Your mother does not monitor the expenses of the outside staff, neither the gardeners, nor the chauffeuring staff. If, on occasion one finds it necessary to make a purchase of which your mother might not approve, a kind husband— or son— would be sure to utilize the resources at their disposal to maintain her— peace of mind."


  His father spoke quietly, words rushing from his mouth like salmon fighting the current, and then with a sharp nod and a grunted, "Ha!" turned to make his way into his office. The door clicked shut behind the elder Kenkyusha with a determined click. In that moment, Hinata understood the depths of his father's love for his mother were carved into the man's soul as deeply as the roots of majestic Mt. Fuji reached into the earth's crust. Laying a slender hand against the firmly closed portal to his father office, Hinata spoke two words. "Yes, father."


  ****


  "Hinata, I have no idea who you're talking about. I can't remember ever seeing a boy—"


  Caroline pushed her way into the giggling circle of latte drinking girls, and Hinata passed her the final beverage from the cardboard drink tray resting on the cement wall beside him. She smiled at him before turning to Rachelle. "I know who he is."


  Conversation stopped. All eyes turned to Caroline, except Hinata's. His had never left her face. His heart beat painfully against his ribs. "He just moved here from somewhere in Virginia… he has the dreamiest accent. I've got him in my fourth period English class. He's a senior, but I guess his old school wasn't up to standards, and he has to take a ton of classes this year plus go to summer school to graduate with his class."


  Rachelle's mouth dropped open. "Geez, Caroline, I'm glad you use your powers for good and not evil. We've only been back in school for two weeks and none of the rest of us could find out a darn thing about him."


  Caroline shrugged. "He hangs out with the Simpson girls." All the girls groaned. Hinata glanced from face to face, his pulse pounding faster and faster. He bit his bottom lip, eyeing Caroline with trepidation. She reached out to pat his shoulder, her mouth curling down at one corner. "Before Rachelle took over the Posse, a girl named Michelle used to be the most popular girl in school… and unfortunately she was the unofficial leader of our group. She didn't like the Simpson girls and made their lives miserable by telling a lot of lies about them to the boys on the football and basketball teams."


  Hinata gasped. Caroline nodded grimly. "Yeah, so, one of the girls almost got hurt really badly. Rachelle put a stop to it, and we all went to the principal. Michelle got sent to ALP— the alternative learning program— over on the other side of town… but the Simpson girls won't have anything to do with any of us. I'm sorry, Hinata."


  Hinata shrugged. He tried on a smile, hoping it looked less like a grimace than it felt on his face. "Well, it is not as though I could invite him home for dinner with the family." He heaved a sigh. Caroline patted his shoulder again, and Rachelle stroked his hair gently.


  "Oh, Hinata, is your mom still refusing to believe you're gay?" Hinata turned to Rachelle, a lump momentarily filling his throat. He nodded. The older girl gave his hair one last stroke. "Well, then, which one of us should be your girlfriend this year?"


  Hinata's vision blurred at the edges. He blinked against the stinging sensation, and forced his lips to curl up into the semblance of a smile. "Perhaps this year I should fall in love with you, Rachelle. That way, I can pine after you this year while you tell me I am too young, and that you don't want to start something just to leave next year."


  Rachelle crowed with laughter. "Oh, that's good, Hinata. We can get together at the end of the year when your charms finally wear me down, you can take me to prom, and then next year you can be heart-broken because I've left you behind!"


  Hinata's smile firmed, becoming more an actual expression of his inner feelings. Rachelle cracked up again. Caroline laughed, and then one by one all the other girls joined in. In the midst of their hilarity, Hinata felt a prickling sensation on the back of his neck. The pressure, like callused fingers brushing just below where the ends of his ponytail feathered against his skin, sent a shudder through him.


  Turning to find the source of the touch, Hinata was captured by the dark blue eyes of the very boy he'd been enquiring about. Sound faded away, and the rest of the world stood still around him. Something hot and urgent flashed between them, and Hinata pressed a shaking hand against the place burning low in his belly. He took a half step forward.


  "Hinata. No. Your mother would ruin him. His father works for one of her companies." Hinata jerked against the hand on his arm. He broke the connection to the blue-eyed godling across the hallway to stare down at the small, neatly manicured hand wrapped around his bicep.


  "What?" He raised his eyes to Caroline's.


  "His father just got a job at Kenkyusha Electronics. He was talking about it in English class. We had to read an essay aloud, something about a person we looked up to. He wrote about his father. How proud he was that his daddy got a good job with Kenkyusha Electronics, and how his daddy planned for him to be the first Jenkins to ever go to college."


  She turned him, shaking him lightly. "He told us all about living in the hills, and how no one in his family had ever had a chance like this. Hinata. Your mother would crush him."


  Hinata swallowed thickly. "Is he still there?"


  Rachelle shook her head. "No, he's walking down the hall. Don't look though. He… Christ, one day I want a boy to look at me like that. Don't look Hinata. I don't think he'd be able to resist if you gave him even the littlest bit of encouragement."


  Hinata fixed his gaze on Rachelle's. His breath burned in his lungs. He whispered fiercely to the older girl. "Smack me."


  Rachelle's eyes widened as her mouth dropped open. Hinata lowered his lashes. "Please Rachelle."


  Crack


  Hinata opened his eyes, whispering two more words to his best friend before he fled the group of girls in whose company he spent every school day. "Thank you." He ran with his hand pressed to the swiftly reddening hand-print on his cheek. He very carefully made sure to turn his feet in the opposite direction from the tall blond boy.


  As he moved farther and farther away, he heard Rachelle explaining the smack to the girls angrily squawking at her. "This way his mother will get a report that he tried to get fresh with me, and that I— like a good girl— would not allow it. Then when we start 'dating' at the end of the year, she won't object." Hinata could imagine her one shouldered shrug, as well as the looks of relief most likely flooding the other girls' faces. Only Caroline would be disbelieving, and she would wait to talk to him privately. He made for the single occupancy bathroom next to the principal's office which he'd been granted use of last year. He didn't really need it any more, not since Rachelle and Caroline had taken him into their Posse, but at times like these, when he felt too shaky to face the world, the solitude behind that locked door called to him.


  Hinata made it to the bathroom, and managed to flip the lock to the engaged position before the blurriness at the edges of his eyes became streams of hot, salty water streaming down his face. He would buy Rachelle the pretty earrings she'd saved for all summer. He would not have gotten away from the others in time if she had not understood, and helped him.


  CHAPTER 3


  Peter watched the girl from his remedial English class walk up to a chattering group of girls standing just outside the open doors to the courtyard. He winced slightly, hating to say the word remedial, even if only in his mind. The English literature class was only remedial because of his being an upperclassman. For everyone else in the class it was normal sophomore English. The girl's name was Caroline, which reminded Peter of his favorite auntie, which started this Caroline out with bonus points. She also never laughed at his accent or the expressions he used, not even on days like today when he got all fired up and spoke in pure hill-country hick talk.


  As he watched, a tall girl with slightly curly black hair moved to one side, revealing a figure straight out of Peter's most fevered imaginings. The new girl smiled shyly at Caroline, handing her a tall cup from Starbucks. Caroline said something Peter couldn't hear, and the girl's face slowly turned a fetching shade of pink. Her long black lashes brushed the tops of her cheeks as she dipped her head. The taller girl began to stroke the long dark hair of the girl who Peter couldn't take his eyes off of. That girl turned toward Caroline again, and Peter caught an uninterrupted glimpse of her profile. Her delicate jaw, pert nose and tiny stature coupled with her almond shaped eyes and lightly golden skin clearly marked her out as different from the girls around her. She was like a little Asian doll his cousin Cee had got one year for Christmas.


  Peter's fingers itched to touch her. His heartbeat sped in his chest harder than the time he ran all the way across the holler twice with Tater and Rufus on the hottest day in July. She turned back to her girlfriends, bending enough to show Peter the nape of her neck. He saw a flash of himself holding her gathered close in his arms, her back to his chest. A low moan escaped Peter's throat. He could actually feel her slight weight in his arms, and could feel the resilience of her skin against his teeth as he set them in mock threat against that precious, vulnerable spot right at the base of her neck, nearly to the join of her shoulder.


  A shiver visible from where he stood ran across the girl's shoulders. She stiffened, raising her head like a deer in hunting season when the wind would change. She turned. The force of her dark gaze hit him square in the chest. Peter sucked in a breath. Hot color flooded her cheeks again, and damn if the sight of her flushed and open-mouthed didn't shoot right into his privates.


  The girl took a half step toward him, and Peter opened his mouth to call out to her. Caroline grabbed the slender arm encased in what looked just like the real silk blouse his momma had been pining over for the last four months, every time they went past the shop window where she'd seen it. He swallowed hard. A girl who wore real silk to high school might be above him. She moved as though to shake Caroline's hand off her arm. His classmate said something low in an urgent tone, her light blond brows drawn together until they almost touched. The beauty cast him one drowning look full of heat and longing, and turned back into the center of the group.


  Sound crashed down around Peter. Someone bumped into him from behind, apologizing hastily before moving down the hall. The group of girls drifted back inside the doors. A warning bell rang. Peter's next class was on the other side of the school. He turned through air grown thick as his Gram's home-made molasses, forcing himself to move toward his math class. Maybe he could meet up with her in the hallway sometime. He'd ask Mitzy and Lisabeth about the girls his beauty spent time with. If anyone could help him find out who she was, surely Mitzy and Lisabeth could.


  Four hours later, at lunch, he heard the tale of the hateful actions the former leader of 'The Posse' set into motion against Lisabeth and Mitzy. They didn't like the other girls, and had nothing nice to say about them. Mitzy's eyes got all big and teary, and Lisabeth's mouth pursed up like she'd been sucking on lemons for ten days straight. "We don't mix with them. Ever."


  Peter didn't bring the subject up again. Instead he watched his butterfly, as he'd taken to calling her, from afar. Their paths somehow never crossed, and he caught only the briefest glimpses of her in the distance, laughing with her friends or hurrying in the opposite direction of him. He watched her with eyes that clung to what he could see of her form as closely as her own skin. As much as he longed for a glimpse of her in a tight sweater, or a short skirt and clingy stockings, he was thankful she chose to wear such demure clothing. Peter knew himself well enough to know that though he had no legitimate claim on her affections, he would surely commit serious bodily injury on any fool who gazed on her with lecherous intent.


  His butterfly deserved better.


  Then football season hit, and Peter only had enough time for practice and studying as hard as he could. Though his fingers were bruised from catching so many passes he could no longer count them he made time to write in his journal every night for a few minutes after he finished up his school work. Every entry mentioned his 'butterfly', though now he referred to her by her name, which he'd learned was Kenkyusha. He rolled the syllables about in his mouth as he fell asleep aching from the hits he'd taken at practice.


  Some nights he dreamed of her. Some mornings he woke with sheets he needed to ball up and hide under his bed to wash while his momma was away at work. His coach pushed him harder and harder at practice every day, until finally Peter broke. "What in the pits of hell do you want from me, Coach? I can't rightly give you somethin' I don't even know you want!"


  Peter didn't realize he'd bellowed the words until the entire team stopped what they were doing to gape at him. His coach grinned, striding over to smack him hard on the shoulder. "I want you to put that right there into your game so I can get you a football scholarship to college, boy. That's what I want." The coach’s words were spoken far more quietly than Peter's had been, and the other players, seeing there would be no more drama, turned back to what they'd been doing. "I see greatness in you, boy. And I'll ride your ass until everyone else can see it too. You have a helluva arm, but you've got about as much grace on the field as a bull moose. I want you to take some dance classes."


  Peter reared back. His stomach clenched. "Coach, the guys— come on, you know what they'll think!"


  Coach grunted. "I don't give a damn what these high school heroes think, Peter, and neither should you. Boy, you could go all the way to the pros, but not unless you get a little more grace to your swagger."


  Peter gulped. "The pros?"


  Coach grinned, and the expression was the wickedest, most promising thing Peter had ever seen outside of a dirty magazine. Peter shook his head, and then held up a quick hand. "I'm not saying no, Coach, I'm just trying to wrap my head around this."


  Coach clapped him on the shoulder again. "I know, boy. That's fine. You'll still owe me five laps around the field at the end of practice for your disrespectful tone just now."


  Peter nodded. "Yessir. I— Coach? Where am I gonna find a dancing class?"


  Coach gave a dark laugh as wicked as his smile had been. "I've already got you signed up for one, son. This division hasn't seen anything like what we're going to unleash on them in a few months."


  Peter nodded, and got back to his drills. He wasn't sure what his coach meant by in a few months, because he knew for a fact their first game was less than a week away. Unless—


  "Coach?"


  The grizzled man turned back from where he'd been striding away from Peter. "Yeah?"


  "Are you saying I'm gonna be on the bench sir?" Peter held his breath after the question hit the air. Coach nodded sharply.


  "That's exactly what I mean, son. I'm not going to give these idiots a crack at you until you can dance around them like they're standing still." With that Peter's coach turned on his heel, and resumed his trek to the other side of the field where the other wide receiver was warming up. Peter watched as the coach spoke to Henderson. The other boy's face lit up like Christmas and the Fourth of July combined, and Peter knew without being told. Henderson had just been given the starting position.


  A heavy weight settled in Peter's stomach. His hand lifted to the chin strap of his helmet, and coach whirled around, motioning with his hand raised to his face, his first two fingers spread into a vee that he pointed to his own eyes and then to his second string wide receiver. Peter's hand dropped away from his chin strap. He clenched his jaw. He'd take the damn dance classes, and he'd learn whatever Coach thought they could teach him there. He'd work his ass off, and in two months he'd make sure he was ready to take the starting spot from Henderson.


  Peter growled at the boy throwing the ball to him. "Make it harder. Make me work for it." Brian Johns quirked an eyebrow at him, and then cocked his arm back.


  "Alright, Simpson, I'll make it harder. Drop back to your right and watch me to see where I'm throwing." Johns smirked at him as he let the ball fly. Peter ran, leaping into the air and diving forward at the last moment to snatch the ball just before it smacked into the grass. He rolled into the impact, letting his momentum carry him right back to his feet. A low whistle sounded behind him. Turning, he found Johns grinning fiercely, a look of respect dawning slowly on his craggy face.


  The quarterback whistled again. "You keep bringing moves like that, Simpson, and you'll have Henderson's spot well before homecoming."


  Peter grinned back, the sharp baring of his teeth indicative of a hunger that had nothing to do with his stomach burning hotly through every part of his body. "Shut up and throw it again, Johns."


  ****


  "Hinata, where are we going?" Caroline adjusted the strap of her grey and white book bag on her shoulder, blowing an errant hank of hair out of her eyes. Hinata shook his head at her. He wasn't spilling the beans. Nope. He'd found out by accident, and he knew if he spilled, Caroline would talk him out of this escapade. He would find it far easier to beg forgiveness from his friend afterward than to attempt talking her into going along willingly with this harebrained scheme of his.


  Instead of answering with words, Hinata smiled sweetly at Caroline, pulling her into the cool back of the limousine. Caroline sighed audibly as the air conditioning currently keeping the interior of the vehicle at an even sixty-eight degrees with absolutely no humidity hit her face and eased its way into her lungs. She grunted. "Okay, Hinata. As long as you take me wherever we're going in this kind of comfort, I'm your girl."


  Hinata snorted. "No, you yearn to be my girl, but I have set my sights on another." Caroline stared at him for a moment, mouth agape, and then burst into a fit of giggles. Hinata waited with quiet dignity for her to regain her senses. Was this how his father felt when his mother went off on one of her… tangents of emotion?


  "Right, right. I forgot about you carrying a torch for Rachelle. Silly me." She smacked herself on the forehead and spoke the words in an overly loud voice, clearly projecting so they could be heard by his driver. Hinata rolled his eyes. "Caroline, Andre is on our side. It is not necessary to hold a fiction up for him."


  "Well, geez, Hinata. You could have let me know that before you let me make a fool of myself." Caroline flounced back into the corner, flipping her pony-tail over one shoulder. Hinata smiled indulgently at her. "Yes, but it amused me to see how you would react. Oh, don't be mad, Caroline. I brought you so that we could ride in the cool car together. I know how your asthma troubles you." Hinata patted his friend's hand. Caroline pulled her bottom lip in, nibbling delicately on the plump flesh. "So… where are we going?"


  Hinata hesitated.


  Caroline poked him hard in the side. "Hinata. Where. Are. We. Going?"


  A deep chuckle sounded from the front of the car. "You'd best fess up, Mr. Hinata. She's on to your wily ways."


  Hinata took his turn at flouncing and pouting. "I— we're just going to look at a dance studio."


  Caroline eyed him, one brow raised until it nearly touched her hairline.


  "Okay, fine, so it just happens to be the dance studio where Peter Jenkins is taking beginning ballet classes." The words ground out of Hinata's throat grudgingly, sounding like nothing so much as small pebbles dropped on glass.


  "Oh. My. God. Peter Jenkins is taking ballet?" Hinata nodded.


  Caroline gaped. Her mouth opened and closed several times, but no further words came out. Hinata gazed at her, slyly, out of the corner of his eyes. She spent several moments in silence before scooting over to smack him lightly in the arm. "Shut. Up. He is not."


  Hinata laughed, a full out belly laugh. "Yes he is. His coach sent him to take the class so he would be more graceful on the field."


  Caroline sputtered. "Really?" She crept closer to Hinata, watching him avidly as he gathered his thoughts together. A small frown crept across her brow. "How do you know what the football coach is saying to his players?"


  Hinata shrugged. "I have my sources." He couldn't very well tell Caroline that he'd been quietly making friends with the younger Simpson girl. Mitzy had warned him that her sister, and probably most of the girls from his posse, would be uncomfortable with the two groups mixing. Hinata shook off the dark, queasy feeling that thought brought to the pit of his stomach.


  Andre slowed the car, calling back through the window at the same time. "We're here Mr. Hinata. Will you require me to wait?"


  Hinata shook his head. The limo would be far too conspicuous. "No… drop us at the far corner, Andre. I'll call you when we are finished here. If Mother calls, tell her I am looking at a dance studio, and then Caroline and I are going shopping. If she presses you may tell her that Caroline is helping me pick out a gift for Rachelle."


  Andre chuckled. "Ah. The little girl who left a hand-print on your face a few weeks ago?"


  Hinata sighed. "It was only a red spot, Andre. And she—"


  "Yes, yes, she had good reason. You've told me before." Andre's chuckles continued as they pulled forward to the corner. He was still chortling when Hinata and Caroline let themselves out of the back of the limo. Hinata shook his head. He never should have shared that story with Andre. The man would never let him live it down.


  Leading Caroline slowly down along the sidewalk in deference to her breathing condition and the high level of humidity, Hinata made his was back toward the dance studio. He continued around the back of the building they had passed, his mind busy considering how he would explain his presence to Peter if the other boy should see him. At the rear entrance, he lifted his hand distractedly, knocking lightly with his hand half turned toward himself, knuckles bent and fingers slightly spread. The graceful roll of his wrist had become so second nature at this point Hinata barely registered the quirkiness of his trademark style of rapping upon doors.


  Thomas, the owner, opened the door to Hinata's discreet knock. "Hello, Hinata. Back to observe the classes again? I really could use your help with the beginners, you know."


  Hinata shook his head, his lips briefly turning down. "I wish I could take you up on that, Thomas. You and I both know my mother would never allow it. Perhaps once I turn eighteen…" Hinata's voice trailed off. He and Thomas both knew that Hinata's mother would never allow him to teach dance. To do so would require leaving his family entirely, and that was a point Hinata had not reached. His stubborn heart would not let go of the fragment of hope that his mother would relent, would allow him to live his life as he saw fit. He sighed.


  "No, Thomas. Not today. But I would like to observe one of your beginning classes if I may. Your instructor for today's afternoon classes teaches from a different school of dance than the one my beginning teacher used. I believe I can pick up some important differences in style to add to what I currently know."


  Thomas grinned, the expression lighting his pale green eyes. "Sure thing, Hinata. Come on into my office. You can watch from there without riling up the youngsters. Lord, the last time you came and took a beginning class here I spent three weeks settling the little ones down again.


  “They all called you the Sweet Plum Fairy, did you know that?"


  Hinata laughed. "Was that when we were putting on the charity performance of The Nutcracker?" Thomas nodded, mirth dancing in his eyes.


  Caroline smacked Hinata's arm again. "Hey, you never told us you do charity dances." Hinata groaned. Oh, snap, he'd forgotten to tell the Posse. He'd wondered why none of them showed up for the performance. At the time he'd chalked it up to their being caught up in family obligations for the holidays. He turned a contrite face to Caroline.


  "Do you think the others will forgive me if I provide them with complimentary passes to this year's program?"


  Caroline whacked his arm again. "No, you goof. I think you should give passes to the girls who couldn't afford to come otherwise, and ask Rachelle and the rest of us to pay. We can afford it. And I know for sure Rachelle and I like giving to charities. But, geez, let us know when you do super cool stuff like The Nutcracker, okay?"


  Hinata nodded solemnly. He would not forget again. His Posse meant everything to him. They were the first people, outside of his father, sisters and brothers who accepted him for exactly who he was. At times, they seemed to be far more accepting than even his family. Hinata tried to imagine his father's face should he ever work up the courage to him that his son, Hinata, would never have a wife. A heavy ball of dread settled into the pit of Hinata's stomach.


  His father would look at him, his black eyes fathomless, and merely say, "Hai!" Hinata would never know if the new knowledge changed his father's feelings. He—


  "Geez, Hinata, pay attention. The class is starting. Oh-em-gee, Peter looks hawt in his tights!" Caroline pressed her nose against the glass of the office window. Hinata pulled her back, laughing gently.


  "Caroline, Thomas will be upset with me if he is required to halt his classes until we can replace his two-way mirror. And if any of the students are injured by the flying shards of glass when you fall through, he will never forgive me." Caroline huffed at him as she stepped back, twin spots of color blooming on her cheeks. He reached up slightly, patting her shoulder. "I can understand the draw though. He really is quite… something, isn't he?"


  Caroline nodded. They both turned back to the window, watching the tall blond boy moving cautiously among his much smaller classmates.


  "It's almost like—" Caroline's voice caught on something. Hinata supposed her throat to be stuffed full with as much wonder as his was.


  "Yes, it is. He looks like a talented professional dancer coming back after an injury which should have kept him from ever dancing again. He moves like the branches of a willow in a steady wind, just as though his muscles have only to remember. It—" Hinata ended on a long exhale, closing his eyes. A spasm shook his heart and lungs. He forced his eyes back open, tracing the outline of Peter's extended arm against the glass. For half a heartbeat the other boy inclined his body toward the mirror the two friends stood behind, and the startling blue of his eyes seemed to reach through the thin barrier of glass and silver glaze. Hinata's breath stopped entirely as the heated touch of those blue orbs grazed the edges of his beating heart. He shuddered where he stood, his vision narrowing to include only the other boy. Only when the pain in his chest became unbearable did he remember to breathe, but before he finished drawing his next breath to speak the words pushing upwards from someplace deep in his soul, Caroline finished his statement.


  "—it's beautiful." Caroline turned to him then, her eyes filling with unshed tears. "Oh, Hinata. I'm so sorry. You just can't. Your mother—"


  Hinata nodded grimly. "She means well."


  Caroline put her arm around his waist, hugging his slighter form close. "I know. She just loves you crookedly, that's all."


  Hinata shivered, a coldness descending to the marrow of his bones. Yes. That summed his mother up perfectly. She only loved along a bitterly crooked path.


  "Hai. We will not come again, Caroline. I... I want someone else to see. He is like a beautiful deer. Don't laugh. Not like the does. He's like one of the fierce males, with their huge antlers and unearthly grace." Caroline didn't speak, only hugging him tighter, and reaching up to wipe at his cheeks. They waited together, unspeaking, until the class was over. When Peter left the class, Hinata led Caroline from the office. He shook Thomas's hand, and assured his friend of the funding he would need for the charity performances in December. Hinata did not promise to dance for Thomas again. His heart hurt too much to dance in this place, and Hinata knew the space would always echo with lost possibilities for him. When he shut the door to the studio behind him, he did so with a conscious finality.


  CHAPTER 4


  ~ The Following Fall ~ Peter's First Day at College


  Peter Jenkins dropped one bag on the empty bed in his dorm room, grinning from ear to ear. He turned to the video recorder his pa held up, laughing at the face the old man made. "Tater, you an' Rufus oughta come out ta visit me when you can. Once I get through with my degree, I promise y'all can come live with me whilst you get you an education too. Cross my heart, cuz. Cross my heart." Peter stopped there, as his voice was starting to get froggy, and he didn't fancy the ribbing he'd get from either of the other two boys. They loved him, sure, but sure as Gram's nanny goat gave the best milk in the holler, they'd never let him live it down if he got choked and teary.


  He slung his other bag up on the bed, and then very carefully set his brand new laptop computer on the empty desk. His pa gestured to the other bunk. "I wonder where your room-mate done got to? Yer ma and I was hoping ta meet him."


  Peter shrugged. "I dunno, Pa. I reckon he's around somewhere—"


  Right then the door opened up, a tall black boy with long hair like Bob Marley tumbling through as he threw a laughing retort to someone in the hallway. "Ah, fuck you Peterson, we all know you want to suck my—" He stopped speaking abruptly, looking like he wished he could suck the words he'd already spoken right back down his throat.


  "Oh, geez. I'm sorry. I didn't know anybody was— my momma's gonna tan mah hide over this the very next time when I go home." His dark eyes couldn't possibly open any wider. Peter's pa had turned, startled, and now stood with his camcorder still trained on the young man standing in the doorway looking as though he might bolt at any moment. Peter nudged his pa.


  Stepping forward around his parents, Peter stuck out his hand. "How— er, I mean hello. I'm Peter Jenkins. You must be Marcus Wiggins." The other boy jerked his gaze away from Peter's father and the camera to meet Peter's eyes. "Ah, yeah. Marcus. That's me." He took a half step forward into Peter's personal space, leaning in to whisper in an urgent undertone. "Brah, I'm sorry. I didn't know your parents were here. My apologies."


  Peter gripped his hand a little more firmly. "It's alright, man. Appreciate if'n you could apologize ta Ma though."


  Marcus nodded, and stepping back, turned to Mrs. Jenkins. "I'm very sorry ma'am. My momma'd take a switch to me if she heard what I said in front of you."


  Mrs. Jenkins held out her hand, laughter in her eyes and tone. "I reckon I've heard worse outta Peter over the years."


  Mr. Jenkins belatedly recalled that he was recording the whole interaction, dropping his camcorder to his side and stabbing a finger at the off button. He stepped forward as well. "No harm, son. Are them what they call dread-locks?" He pointed at Marcus's hair. Peter smacked his own forehead, and Mrs. Jenkins smacked the back of Mr. Jenkins head. "Ezekiel Alfonso Jenkins!"


  Marcus laughed. The white of his teeth shone in a startling fashion against the dark chocolate of his skin. Peter had played ball with several black fellows on the high school team, and he'd asked Mitzy and Lisabeth a whole lotta questions about what you could and couldn't say to a black person. They had admitted to not knowing everything, but Mitz, as usual, got right to the heart of the solution.


  "If you don't know, just ask them politely, Peter. If you start out by saying you don't know and go on to explain about where you grew up, they'll probably treat you like you're an exchange student or something. And then they'll tell you how to be polite."


  Peter dropped his head forward, shook it once, and then looked up to meet Marcus's eyes. "Marcus, you'll have to forgive us. Me and my folks, we lived in Appalachia all our lives until about a year and a half ago. There's a lot we ain't never seen before, and we don't mean no harm, just sometimes we're a little… well, truth be told, a lot ignorant. If'n I say or do something to offend you, please tell me so's I can learn how to be more polite."


  Peter's pa gaped at him. His ma got teary eyed, turning and hiding her face against her husband's shirtfront. Peter's gut filled up with rocks and baby black racer snakes, all writhing and tumbling up together. Marcus looked faintly alarmed.


  Peter's pa broke the slightly awkward silence which had fallen, turning with his wife still cuddled up against his chest to clap a heavy hand down on his boy's shoulder. "Son, I've never been prouder of you. It takes a man to admit he don't know something; and to ask them as does to teach him, well, that takes a good man. I 'bout busted when your coach put you in to play first string for your high school football team. I was prouder still when you graduated with honors from that fancy high school and got accepted to a college. But I don't think— no, I know— I've never been prouder of you than I am right now."


  His pa stopped talking then, jerking Peter forward into a rough three-way hug with his ma snuffling all over his neck. His new roommate still stood, wide-eyed by the door. Marcus opened and closed his mouth several times before he managed to get any sounds to come out.


  "Ah… okay? I didn't know that was a real place. I thought they made it up for that Beverly Hillbillies movie." Marcus's absolute sincerity shone in his face, and Peter couldn't help snorting with laughter.


  "Well, I reckon we'll both have a sight to learn over the next few months then. I'm Peter. Nice to meet you." Peter stuck his hand out of the tangle of arms and bodies he was stuck in with his folks, just as if he hadn't introduced himself before. Marcus snorted, finally stepping away from the doorway to shake Peter's hand.


  "I'm pleased to meet you, Peter. I'm your new roommate Marcus, and I think we'll get along just fine, Brah." Marcus grinned at Peter, gripping his hand tightly.


  Peter quirked an eyebrow at his room-mate as he asked the question burning a hole in his mind.


  "What in the world does 'Brah' mean?"


  Marcus grinned. "Why don't we all go get some dinner, and I'll begin your education over some ribs, yeah?" Peter's stomach growled, answering the question before anyone else could get a word in edge-wise. Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins chimed in, agreeing dinner sounded like a fine idea, and within a few minutes, they were all packed into Marcus's bright blue Saturn Vue. Peter relaxed in the back seat, enjoying the sound of his pa and his roommate discussing the merits of a good rack of ribs, and listening to his ma's quiet interjections. His eyes closed and he let the tide of conversation wash around him. Marcus turned the radio on, and a song started to play, the song. John Mayer started singing about his lover and the shape she made crawling across their bed… and Peter remembered the last time he'd seen his Butterfly.


  ****


  "Come on, Hinata, dance one slow song with me. Just one and I'll leave you alone to drool over Peter Jenkins for the rest of the night." Rachelle leaned in close, whispering in his ear. "No one is going to believe we really hooked up tonight if you don't start putting a little acting into this gig."


  Hinata leaned back enough to meet Rachelle's eyes. She wore a deadly earnest expression on her elfin face. "What?"


  Rachelle flipped her bangs out of her eyes. "I knew you weren't listening. C’mon. I love this song, and nobody else is gonna dance with me after we made such a big deal about how in lurve we are." The second the word lurve left her lips, they both cracked up. Hinata smiled down at her, grateful she'd decided to wear flats so that he could be a whole half inch taller than her.


  "Okay, Rachelle. I like this song too… but— can we dance my way?" Hinata placed his hand to her cheek, stroking his thumb along the fragile skin under her luminous golden eyes. She really was a beauty.


  "Okay, but don't let me look dumb. You know I don't know how—"


  Hinata cut her off. "I know, Rachelle. Just trust me. I'll make you look like Cinderella at the ball." Rachelle giggled, as he'd intended.


  The song Rachelle wanted to dance to faded, and the opening strains of John Mayer's hit, Your Body Is a Wonderland started up. Hinata shivered, a frisson of joy rolling up his spine. He loved this song. He scooped Rachelle in close, swaying provocatively back and forth before he spun her out to the length of his arm. Rachelle gasped just as the song hit a quiet spot, and the other dancers around them all stopped to stare, and then moved back to the edge of the floor. Hinata stalked forward, wrapping one arm around his best friend's neck and bending her over his arm. He pulled her back upright with a snap, and then began to push her backwards in a gliding half-walk, half-tango that was his own invention. He'd danced this silly non-dance with Rachelle dozens of times at different Posse get-togethers, and she knew the steps in her sleep. He kept her feet moving in the same pattern she was familiar with while he danced in circles around her. He caught her in his arms and threw her nearly to the floor before catching her and standing her back upright by sliding his hands up along her body. An adult monitor stepped forward, and Hinata spun toward him, wagging his finger in the classic un-uh gesture without ever releasing the grip of his other hand from Rachelle's waist. He spun back, guiding his friend in to a shimmy step that was only a slight variation on their original step. Rachelle stumbled, and Hinata leapt around her, catching her and making it look as though they'd planned to end the song that way. His hair fell around their faces, hiding them for a moment. Hinata leaned in until he could whisper right against Rachelle's lips. "Told you I wouldn't let you look bad."


  Right then Mr. Carter broke them apart, and they were descended upon by their giggling Posse. Hinata caught sight of Peter Jenkins standing at the edge of the dance floor, clapping madly, as though he were at a performance of the Fresno Ballet, or better yet the San Francisco Ballet, where the dancers had outdone themselves. Peter met his eyes, and mouthed the word 'beautiful', and then Caroline pushed in closer and Hinata could not see him anymore. When everyone calmed enough to let him and Rachelle both breathe again, Peter was gone. Hinata did not see him again in the few short weeks before school ended, not until he crossed the stage to accept the diploma that Hinata knew full well he had to finish four more courses over the summer to earn. Hinata had every faith Peter would earn his degree. Without Rachelle's steady pragmatism, and Peter's beauty, Hinata feared his next year at his beloved public high school would be a dreary affair.


  He was dead wrong. Through the subversive efforts of the Posse, Hinata was elected first Homecoming and then Prom Queen. None of the adults who might have stopped them dared to, as too many had family and friends who were beholden to the Kenkyusha empire for their employment. They also got him elected student body President, where Rory Hamilton, the Vice President and Captain of the football team, took great pleasure in snidely referring to him as Madam President. Hinata mentioned it in passing to Caroline, and suddenly the only football player the Warrior's cheerleaders couldn't remember to root for was Rory. They called him by other player's names, misspelled his name, and on one memorable occasion the pyramid they were in 'accidentally' crumbled before they could get to the pinnacle where his name was to be called out.


  Within a few games Rory lost his spot as Captain, as the coach saw the other players no longer followed him, but had given their loyalty to his wing-man, Joshua Henderson. Henderson even replaced him on the student council when he was removed by a vote of no confidence. Hinata caught wind of what was going on by that point, and called a Posse meeting. He told the girls it was a spa date, and waited until he had them all in their little pink robes waiting for the masseur before he pounced.


  "You can't fire someone from student council for teasing me." Hinata looked around at the girls. Seven pairs of overly wide eyes blinked back at him. Caroline glanced down first, and he understood where the weak link lay. "Caroline! We do not operate that way. Now listen here… I don't know what you are going to do, but you are going to do something. Somebody had better come up with a rehabilitation plan for Rory, cause this Posse stopped rolling like that when we got rid of Michelle." Hinata squinted his eyes in his best imitation of his mother in a mood. When Caroline stuck out her bottom lip, whining out the words, "But Hinata, he's— he's a total douche." Hinata knew he'd gotten the look just right.


  He scratched his head. "What is a douche?"


  The girls scrambled away, leaving only Caroline and Martha. Martha squeaked, blushed, and pointed a finger at Caroline. Caroline glared at him, her bottom lip still stuck out. "I'm not gonna tell you that. That's Hinata corruption, and you can't make me. It's in the by-laws."


  Hinata rolled his eyes.


  "Well, what are you going to do?" He arched a sleek black brow at her.


  "I. Dammit, do we hafta rehabilitate him?"


  Martha chuckled from beside her, and the other girls crept back around the corner.


  Suzanne giggled.


  Holly chortled. "Re-hab-bi-li-tat-tion!"


  Hinata swung a steely glare her way. They had all watched the movie Idiocracy together a few weeks before. "There will be no small and poorly made cars with purple weenies on them!"


  The girls all collapsed in laughter, and Hinata could get no sense out of them for the next few minutes. Once the hilarity quieted to a snicker here and there, they came up with a plan to help give back to Rory what they had taken. Caroline stipulated that rehabilitation required he be educated along the way, and Hinata decided he could live with that.


  In the limo, on the way home from the spa, Caroline leaned against his side. "Hinata, we're gonna miss you next year." Her voice sounded small and as sorrowful as a wet sparrow.


  Hinata pulled her closer. "You must find another who needs your protection. And you must train someone to take your place as I have trained you."


  Caroline sniffled. "Okay. But we still are gonna miss you."


  Hinata blinked against the stinging in his eyes. "Yes. Just as I will miss all of you."


  CHAPTER 5


  Peter pulled out the picture his mom had saved for him, and placed the silver frame carefully on his desk. Marcus clapped a hand on his shoulder. Only the knowledge of his father's burning desire for him to be the first Jenkins to ever graduate from college had brought Peter back to school this year.


  He'd wanted to retreat with his mother back to the holler, and be folded back into the arms of his family. His ma shook that notion clean outta his head at his pa's wake though. She pulled him to one side, pressing a set of keys into his hand. They belonged to the small house she and his father had been living in when his pa had the heart attack. They'd transferred to another division of Kenkyusha Electronics so they could live within easy driving distance of his school. His pa said being close meant Peter could count on having kinfolk there to support him, without them being right in his young man's business. Peter's ma laughed, and winked at Peter on the sly, which meant his pa had been worried enough about him being so far from home he felt the need to buy a house close by.


  "Peter, your pa wanted more than anything for you to graduate from college. Promise me you won't give up now, son. Ezekiel would roll right over in that grave we're fixin' to put him in tomorrow. The house is all paid up for. So you can bring Tater and Rufus out, and get them started to learning what they need to get into college too." She firmed her chin then, and smiled at him with tears running quiet down her pretty face.


  Peter didn't have no kind of choice at that point, and he'd firmed his chin too. "Yessum' I'll get them into— did either of them finish school?" His ma looked over to Auntie Caroline, and she shook her head. "Well, then, I'll get them into one of those GED programs, and then we'll see what school we can get them into."


  His ma handed him the pictures then, both of them in shiny new silver frames. "Wasn't this the one you called Butterfly, son? I thought you might like the spread they did on her winning Homecoming and Prom Queen, but your pa didn't know and used the rest to wrap some fish in when he went up to the lake with the Jacquez family. I managed to save these for you though."


  Peter looked, and sure enough, big as life, there was his Butterfly, all gussied up in some fancy Japanese doll outfit. He ran a finger over the glass. The picture in the other frame he'd seen every day of his life until he left for college. "Ma. I can't take your wedding pictures. I—"


  It was Auntie Caroline who smacked him on the back of the head. "Boy, even up here in the holler we learned about getting copies made of pictures. Once your pa sent that computer with the special telly phone, we done even larnt how to use FaceBook."


  A rusty sound rumbled up out of Peter's chest, and after a moment, he realized he was laughing. "Well, hell's bells, if you have internet up here, I'd best get the boys educated. I've got to be back to football camp in a week. Ma, will that give you enough time?"


  "Oh, Peter, I don't need nothing from the house but my clothes that are fit for the holler. You keep the rest of the things there." Peter's guts burned.


  "I ain't getting rid of your silk shirt, ma. Nor your fancy dancin' shoes pa bought you. I'll keep those, so's when you come to see me graduate, I can take you dancing'." Behind his mother's head he saw his Auntie smile approvingly, and Uncle Charlie, who stood off to one side, his grizzled old face shining in the heat, nodded just once. He took his pipe from his mouth to do so, and Peter was honored.


  He'd keep his mother's house nice, and when her heart healed up a little, he'd bring her back to California to live near him. "Well, Auntie Caroline, I 'spect Tater and Rufus can get their packing done in a week. I'll arrange the plane tickets for them."


  His pa had been forty-two.


  Marcus's hand tightened on his shoulder. "You know there's no shame in crying, right?"


  Peter grunted, reaching up to squeeze Marcus's hand. "Tater and Rufus are stopping by later. I hope you don't mind me going home every weekend— I know we used to study together, but I—"


  Marcus cut him off. "I'll go with you. I used to teach back on the island. Maybe I can help your cousins, Brah."


  Peter's face slid into an unfamiliar flex of musculature. Marcus grinned at him, and Peter realized his friend was responding to the expression on his own face. He lifted trembling fingers to touch his lips, marveling at the way they curved upward at the corners. Marcus's smile slid away and his hand tightened on Peter's shoulder. "It's good to smile too, Brah. Your fa'tha, he'd not want you to waste your whole heart— dammit."


  Peter shook his head. "No, no, you're right. He'd never have let me get away with wallowing in misery. When Great Gramps passed, pa said the best way to show our sorrow was to live our lives in a way that woulda made Paw-paw proud. And he'd damn sure have told me to not waste my heart on sorrow. I think he even told you that when Paul dumped you."


  Marcus patted his shoulder. "Well, then, let's go get some ribs. In honor of your fa'tha."


  Peter grinned then. "Pa woulda liked that. Let me call Tater and Rufus, and we can pick them up on the way."


  ****


  Hinata gazed around the condo his mother had decorated for him. The rooms echoed with the sound of hushed footsteps from every room but the living room. The thick white carpet covering the floor of that room ensured Hinata would never use the room. How could he possibly have Caroline or Tabitha over for a spa day in the frighteningly sterile room? The first time one of them got the giggles, there'd be nail polish in the carpet.


  The rest of the apartment was all hard angles, glass and black granite. The overall effect took his breath away. Unfortunately, once his air was stolen the combined grandeur of the place managed to keep his chest crushed flat, unable to pull in a single molecule of oxygen. Hinata drew shallow breaths, and counted the months until he would be free of the place.


  The rooms framed his mother admirably as she strode from one to another. With her hair pulled severely back in a tight bun at the base of her neck, and her immaculate charcoal grey business suit, she fit here. Hinata did not. He longed of one of the squashy purple and green pillows he'd found at the flea market with Caroline. He yearned for a bright yellow shawl to throw over the back of the pure white couch, and silly green and orange statuary to arrange on the black granite counters. Everything about the place seemed so very implacable, he found himself glancing repeatedly at his arms, expecting to find them covered in bruises.


  The only space where he felt remotely comfortable was up in the roof-garden. His father and Andre had put the little oasis together for him, after his mother finished decorating. She sniffed at the tiny green space, but condescended to allow for its existence when Hinata's father reminded her of the doctor's urging Hinata to spend some time each day outdoors to boost his low vitamin D levels. She consigned the area to the same relevance and functionality as a bathroom, and declared the dwelling fit for her son to live in while he studied for his business degree. The school, the condo, and even the clothes she sent along with him were all carefully selected in preparation for his eventual assumption of the role of junior partner to his brother, who would head the company after her husband retired. She did not officially run any part of Kenkyusha Electronics, or any of their subsidiary companies. Her husband, as the male head of their family here in America, ran all the business ventures based in the US, Canada, Mexico, and South and Central America. Her father ran everything else, and had made very clear to his daughter where her duty lay. She was to prepare his grandsons to take over from him.


  She smiled thinly at Hinata on the day she dropped him off. The appearance of a single strand of silver in her black hair caught his attention, and he nearly missed her firmly spoken words. "You will bring honor to the family by finishing in three years, Hinata."


  Hinata lowered his head. "Hai, Mother. May I be allowed to have time to exercise each day?" He observed the backs of his hands carefully, that his mother might not see the hope burning brightly in his eyes.


  She nodded. "Yes, Hinata. A sound body promotes a sound mind. Take time to exercise your body."


  Hinata held his breath for the span of ten heartbeats, waiting for his mother to specify what form his exercise should take. No further sounds came from her, and finally he glanced up into her expectant silence.


  "Your father will miss you, Hinata. Write to him every week." Hinata swallowed thickly. His mother gazed out the floor to ceiling windows over the city skyline. "Write to your sisters weekly also. Your eldest brother you may write once a month, to maintain a proper fraternal closeness. This will be important when you and he take over the company from my father. You may write to our middle son as often as you wish to as he has no other obligations, but not less than once a month."


  Hinata studied the backs of his hands again. They rested on the edge of the breakfast bar, and looked small and pale against the wide expanse of black granite. His mother walked with quietly decisive steps to the door. "I will send Andre back to you. He will stay in the chauffeur's quarters on the next floor down." Hinata nodded again. "Ha— yes, Mother."


  She left then, only the faint scent of lemons and sandalwood swirling through the rooms marking her prior presence in the condo. In her absence he could almost smell the scent of the almond blossoms from the trees which grew in their family garden. His mind conjured the scent so strongly he caught himself reaching up repeatedly to check for fallen petals in his hair. His heart beat in an uneven rhythm, and felt exactly as his ankle had the one time he'd tried to dance over a nasty sprain.


  Hinata moved through the echoing black granite and clear glass enclosed space into his bedroom, and then through the door on the far side to reach the stairs to the roof. He moved among his plants and flowers, watering them, ensuring they each had enough of sun and shade. He himself soaked up sun and shadow in equal measure, as thirsty for them as his plants were.


  His favorites among the flowering plants were the brightly colored impatiens. Their fuchsia heads drooped if exposed over long to the harsh rays of the midday sun, but with a little water they raised their brilliant petals toward the sky quickly. Delicate and resilient, they gave Hinata hope. If the fragile seeming blossoms could recuperate after days without water, and look as beautiful as the day he purchased them with Andre, then perhaps there was hope that he, too, could somehow thrive in this place?


  Hinata sat on the small wooden bench Andre had placed in the exact center of the garden. The bench was made of wood for him, and precisely centered to appease his mother's drive for perfection. He settled onto the smooth, sun warmed wood beneath an airy awning of bright yellow fabric and finally, finally the heavy pressure on his chest relented. He drew in his first full breath since breakfast at his family's dining table that morning, and smiled. When he spied the small fountain his father had insisted on installing, Hinata laughed out loud.


  His father put the fountain there ostensibly to help keep the air of the garden cool enough to be healthful. The small stone sculpture at the heart of the piece his father chose depicted two traditional Japanese samurai. One figure stood taller than the other, broader of shoulder, and sporting a full beard. The other, more youthful looking figure leant against the first. His head was thrown back against the shoulder of the taller figure in what might be agony. The small, stony features were drawn up into a grimace. The arm of the older samurai might have been comradely support of a wounded subordinate, except for the tender expression on the taller figure's face. Well, that and the way he held his companion's jade dragon (or as Hinata's mother would insist, in proper American English, his naked cock) clutched in his fist. The spray of the fountain was cleverly placed, making it nearly impossible to see either the older samurai's hand or the younger one's cock. Hinata had not realized exactly what the two men were doing until Andre shut the fountain off one day to clean it while Hinata was still in the garden.


  Turning to Hinata, a sly smile playing at the edges of his mouth, Andre nodded his head toward the small figures. "Your dad picked this one out especially for you. Told me he figured you'd appreciate it. He asked me to be sure to show it to you properly today. You know, your mother has never seen it when the water is not running." Hinata struggled momentarily to reason out why his father would want him to see this today— oh. Today was his birthday. He turned eighteen on this day.


  Hinata blinked furiously against the stinging in his eyes. He had forgotten. Tomorrow there was an exam in two of his courses, the first major tests of the semester, and he must focus on excelling. His mother called this very morning to tell him so. The words on the page of his textbook blurred. Andre stood. Next to the fountain, hidden within a clever wooden sculpture, was a tiny refrigerator. Hinata's father had reminded Andre seven times on the day he left home to come to college to be sure to stock the tiny cold box with juice and water drinks. Andre reached into it, pulling out a single cupcake with sunshine yellow frosting and a single candle and two orange sodas. His deep voice rolled up from his massive chest. "Happy Birthday, Mr. Hinata. Eat your breakfast and pack up your books, young man. We have to make an extra stop today on our way to the college, so we'll have to leave a little early."


  Hinata's throat locked all his words away. He clutched his cupcake in the trembling fingers of one hand, setting his soda on the bench beside him so he would not spill the wonderful sweetness of his favorite drink. His chest heaved, and he drew in a few sharp edged breaths. "I— thank you, Andre."


  The big man paused on his way to the door leading down into the rest of Hinata's apartment. "It was my pleasure, sir." The gleaming white of Andre's teeth gleamed against his cocoa colored skin briefly. "Truly."


  Hinata sat in the early morning sun. He sipped his bubbly orange drink, before biting into the sugary goodness of his birthday cake. The stinging, phantom scent of almond blossoms receded, unable to hold sway over his senses in the face of the actual sweet lemon smell rising from the small confection in his hand.


  "Andre remembered." Hinata startled at the sound of his own voice. He sat up straighter, squaring his shoulders. Bowing to the two samurai, he silently thanked them for celebrating the day of his birth with him. The crinkle edged paper at the base of the cupcake was as brightly fuchsia as Hinata's impatiens. He peeled the baking cup carefully away from his breakfast treat, brushed stray crumbs from the paper and folded the small, brightly colored circle to slip into his pocket as he devoured the pastry. Gathering his books up, Hinata bowed in farewell to the samurai.


  CHAPTER 6


  Hinata looked through window of the limo. "Why are we here, Andre?" The vehicle idled in front of a small, plain building twenty minutes in the opposite direction from campus. Hinata pulled his gaze from the large plate glass windows fronting the building, and the gloriously wide expanse of highly polished wooden floors within to meet Andre's eyes in the rearview mirror.


  "Your father and brothers felt you would benefit from an outlet for the stress of working so much." Andre's eyes twinkled back at Hinata. A rumbling noise beside them drew Hinata's attention. Next to them in the otherwise empty parking lot sat a large white truck with the words Robertson's Signage lettered in black on the door. A wiry man with salt and pepper hair stepped out of the truck. Andre rolled his window down.


  "You want the sign up where the old one was?" From the man's lack of formality and the easy way he leaned into Andre's personal space, Hinata deduced this was not their first meeting. He scooted to the edge of his seat. His stomach filled with the fluttering wings of a thousand butterflies.


  "Yes, but before you start, may I show my young charge the sign?"


  The other man grunted, leaning back from the window. "Yeah, that'll be no problem. I'll have the boys lean it against the building." He strode back to his truck, rapping sharply on the window. Hinata's attention was drawn by the two younger men waiting in the cab of the truck for the first time.


  Both resembled the older man, one taller and broader but in every other way a carbon copy of what must surely be his father, or uncle, and one exact in height and build, but with strawberry blond hair. The blond cast a wide smile at the limo as he slid from the truck. The two men clambered into the back of the truck, bending and twisting as they unfastened various latches. Pulling back a thick protective covering, they stepped to opposite ends of the trucks bed, revealing the sign.


  "Oh. Andre, the sign says Kenkyusha School of Dance." Hinata's heart beat frantically against his ribs as he spoke again, saying nearly the same thing. "The sign has my family name on it." Andre's eyes met his once again in the rearview mirror. This time their clear depths were filled with utter seriousness. "Yes. Your father and brothers purchased this building for you. They asked me to bring you here today, and give you these." Andre held Hinata's gaze in the mirror as he stretched his right arm back, his hand holding a small ring of keys. "The utilities were turned on yesterday, and the phones go in tomorrow. Your friends Caroline and Rachelle have asked if you might hire them to share a part-time receptionist position."


  The glint of the silver keys shimmered in Hinata's vision. He tried to manage an appropriate response, but all he could squeeze from lungs suddenly four sizes smaller than they had been a moment before was enough air to support one small, breathy word. "Oh."


  Andre shook the keys gently. "Take the keys, sir. We have to get going. It wouldn't do to be late to the courses your mother signed you up for."


  The lump in Hinata's throat expanded until it filled his whole chest. He reached out, grasping the cool metal of the surprisingly heavy keys in his hand. "Yes. It would be improper to fail in that duty."


  Andre released the keys, drew his arm back into the front of the car and shifted the vehicle smoothly into reverse. Hinata opened his Statistics text. The words danced on the page, making random shapes. He had not known his brothers, Hajime and Masaaki, realized he still longed to dance, let alone approved of his dancing. His next few exhales shook. It was no wonder, then, that though his text lay open in his lap for the duration of the thirty minute ride from his new dance studio to campus, the meaning of the increasingly blurry shapes on the pages made little sense to Hinata.


  ****


  Peter felt the hit right down to the base of his spine, and he knew, even before the white hot fire ripped up the back of his thigh, serious damage had been done. His mind alternated between the grey static housed there so much of the time lately, and the single image of his Butterfly his mom had salvaged from the Fresno Bee's reporting of activities at his old high school. Coach Thompson was there before Peter could open his eyes against the fiery pain.


  "Dammit, Jenkins, I told you to get your head in the game before you got hurt." The man's gruff tone, pinched lips and tightly held shoulders told more of the story than his words did. Peter swallowed against a swelling wave of nausea. He tried to ask his coach if he was hurt bad enough to lose his scholarship, but when he opened his mouth the only sounds coming out reminded him of the death cries of some of the animals he'd hunted with Tater and Rufus. A wall of blackness fell, crushing him beneath it, stealing his sight and power of speech. Peter clung tenaciously to the edges of his consciousness aware of the steady pressure of his coach's hand on his shoulder and the steady sound of the man's voice calling out orders to end practice.


  "Get the rest of the boys off the field, Larkson. Practice was almost over anyway, and we can take the extra twenty minutes out of their hides tomorrow. Sanders, get the cell phone I know you have stashed in your gear over on the bench, and call 911. Tell them we need an ambulance out at the football field."


  Peter jerked. He was drowning in blackness, and he wanted to sit up more than he wanted to draw his next breath. He pushed against the hand on his shoulder. The pressure pinning him to the ground increased, and Coach Thompson's voice sounded in his ear. "You keep your stubborn ass right where it is, Jenkins. You move one damned muscle before the paramedics get here and I'll bench you for the rest of the season even if the docs release you in a week."


  The blackness receded enough for Peter to make out the older man's worried eyes, and he nodded. "Yessir. I'll stay right here."


  The bright afternoon sun backlit Coach Thompson's blond hair and cast his face in shadow. For a split second his brown eyes seemed as blue as Peter's own, and his hair two shades darker than the ash blond color the other coaches teased him about getting from a box of Miss Clairol. Peter swallowed thickly. Sanders jogged to a stop next to their coach. "They're on their way, coach."


  Coach Thompson squeezed Peter's shoulder. "Good job, Sanders. Now go hit the showers. I'll see you at practice tomorrow." Sanders ignored the coach, dropping to his knees next to Peter's head. He'd ditched his helmet, and sweat shone on his face. "Damn, Jenkins, I ain't ready to fill your size fifteens."


  Peter laughed weakly. "Tough shit, Sanders. You better not let the Spartans kick our asses next weekend."


  Sanders clenched his jaw. "I'll do my best."


  The paramedics arrived then, and Sanders moved aside to let them work. Their coach barked at him to get his ass to the showers, and Peter winced. Poor Sanders was in for a world of hurt that was probably gonna rival the hot poker stabbing into the back of Peter's right thigh. Sanders really was not ready to step into Peter's position yet, and Coach Thompson would be riding his ass hard for however long it took for him to get there. Unless Peter came back before Sanders either quit the team or came up to Coach Thompson's gold standard… Peter bit his lip. The poor fucker was toast. Peter watched Roger Sanders face pale as he made more of those dying animal noises when the paramedics shifted him onto the stretcher they'd brought to carry him across the field.


  "S'okay, Sanders. I promise I'll do my best to come back before the old man kills you." A startled look shot across Sanders face, and he barked out a rough sounding laugh. "Hey, man, would you stop by my room and tell Marcus what happened? He'll know how to get in touch with my cousins."


  Sanders nodded. "Sure. I can do that." Peter laid his head back against the heavy canvas of the stretcher. "Thanks, Sanders. I keep meaning to get a cell phone, but I always forget when I'm up at the mall."


  Sanders shrugged. "It's okay. Black dude, right? Your roommate I mean."


  Peter glanced sharply over at the other boy, unsure if the question held a note of prejudice, or—


  Sanders had his forehead crinkled up into an expression of pure puzzlement as he gnawed on his lower lip. He glanced up, meeting Peter's eyes with a clear look. "He has long se— long dreadlocks, right?"


  Peter swallowed back the defensive words that had been ready to jump out of his throat. Sanders glanced away, and then back quickly, his cheeks coloring with a faint tinge of pink. "You guys have been roommates since last year, huh?"


  Peter nodded.


  "Soyouknowabouthimbeinggayandall." Peter worked that one through his mind, separating the words into separate units. He grinned when he finally caught the drift.


  "Yeah, I knew from the first day." Sanders face fell at Peter's words.


  "Oh. So, you and—" Peter cut Sanders off.


  "Nope. He's my best friend after my cousins Tater and Rufus." Peter watched in fascination as Sanders blushed brighter still. The younger player nodded jerkily, his shoulders creeping up toward his ears. The other boy actually kicked at the ground in the classic 'aw, shucks' maneuver as he stood framed in the open doors of the ambulance.


  "You'll be alright?" Sanders voice cracked on the last word of the question. Coach Thompson answered before Peter could. "He'll be fine, Sanders. Now get your ass to the showers so you can do the things he asked you to. Don't worry. I'll ride to the hospital with him… and he's too damn stubborn to get sidelined for a whole season. Boy doesn't know the meaning of the word quit. He'll be back to save you before I finish gnawing off your entire ass. Now go."


  Sanders nodded one last time, and then Peter watched him lope off across the field. The doors of the ambulance closed before Sanders form disappeared into the distance.


  ****


  At the end of next day, Hinata's musings about how to best go about beginning to take on students nearly caused him to miss the news that had everyone else in the school buzzing. He'd spent the previous night studying as hard as he could. He was fairly sure as long as he kept his grades up, and made continuous progress toward graduating early his mother would leave him alone. After his second exam, he nearly left campus to go directly to the studio. When he called for Andre though, the big man reminded him of his two afternoon courses.


  Hinata had a four hour break between the end of the second exam and the beginning of his first afternoon class. Normally he spent the time between his Statistics class and his beginning accounting course in the library, reading ahead for one or another of the twenty-one hours' worth of courses he was taking.


  Today he went to the Fine Arts building instead, searching out the dance studio and department. He lucked out, finding the studio free when he first showed up, and managing to get a full forty-five minutes of dancing done before a class took over the space. The instructor teaching the class asked him to stop into the department head's office. Hinata had nothing but time on his hands while he waited to get to his new studio, so he went.


  The department head turned out to be someone he'd danced with before, during one of Thomas's charity shows. She glanced up from her desk, the expression of irritation on her face clearly brought about by the interruption dissolving when she saw just who stood in her doorway. "Hinata, it's wonderful to see you. Have you finally decided to take me up on my offer and come teach for me? I know the students would be able to relate to you."


  "Silvia? Oh, I'd forgotten you taught here. I— no, no, I still must pursue my business degree to satisfy my family obligations, I am very sorry." Hinata bowed to his acquaintance as he spoke. Silvia's laugh rang out, bringing a smile to Hinata's face. He had never met another whose laughter was infectious as Silvia's hen cackle. Her laugh was a terrible thing, a torture for the audibly sensitive. And yet the sound, which was nothing so much as a cross between the sounds of a hen in the barnyards of yesteryear and the braying of an ornery ass, never failed to entice those around her into laughing as well.


  Hinata was no more immune to the inexplicable charm of her sounds of mirth than anyone else. He laughed along, nearly forgetting to ask what they were laughing about. With Silvia he had found wise policy necessitated inquiring into just what caught her fancy and set her laughing. "Silvia. About what are we laughing?"


  Silvia laughed even harder for a moment, and then she settled herself down by pinching the bridge of her nose. "Oh, Hinata, the idea of you in an office building wearing a suit with a power tie rather than barefoot in a dance studio makes me laugh every time. I. Well, frankly, it's just so ridiculous I can barely make heads or tails of it." She waved her hands about as she spoke.


  Hinata watched her, as intrigued today as he had been the first time he met her. He kept expecting her to take flight. With her fluttering, multicolored garments, she reminded him of an entire swarm of butterflies, poised at the very edge of flight.


  Silvia grinned at him as she finished speaking, and Hinata could not help but smile back at her. Silvia had never met his mother. It stood to reason she would find the idea of him wearing a suit and tie every day for the rest of his life funny. Hinata only wished he found humor in the image. The idea of dressing so austerely and being trapped in such sterile surroundings for the rest of his life sat on his slender shoulders like a massive pair of boulders crushing downward.


  His smile fell away, but Silvia was already chatting about some new topic, and only the utterance of a name he'd given up all hope of hearing in the present tense drew him from the dark path his thoughts began to spiral down.


  "… Peter Jenkins… terribly injured—"


  The rest of what she said faded into white noise in his head as his brain latched onto those four words. Hinata swayed were he stood. Silvia moved quickly around her desk, pushing him down into a seat and then continuing to push until his head rested between his knees. He gulped in shuddering breaths, trying to quiet the roaring in his head. If he could just get enough air, those four words would make sense.


  "Hinata? Hinata, you're scaring me. Do I need to take you to the clinic?"


  Hinata leapt out of his chair. "Yes, yes, I need to go— did they take him to the clinic?"


  Silvia shook her head. "Hinata, who are you talking about?"


  Hinata paused, wild-eyed at the door to Silva's office. "I'm talking about Peter."


  Silvia grabbed his wrist, staying his flight. "Hinata, he's not at the clinic. This all happened yesterday. He went to the hospital, and according to my sources, he's already been discharged home." The thundering in Hinata's head faltered, and then faded abruptly away.


  He allowed Silvia to pull him back into the room, and sat down heavily on the chair he'd vacated so suddenly just moments before. "Oh."


  Silvia sat on the edge of her desk closest to him. "I have the feeling there's a story here. Take your coat off, honey. Get comfortable." She paused, rubbing her hands together enthusiastically. "I have ways of making you spill. Mostly they involve chocolate and access to my dance studio, but then again, I know your weaknesses, so I'll add in a new tube of glitter-gloss."


  Hinata giggled at the lip gloss comment, the taut muscles in his neck easing a fraction. "You know me too well." He settled back against the chair's high back, stretching his legs out in front of himself. "I know Peter— sort of— from high school. He was a year ahead of me."


  Silvia burst in before he could say any more. "Oh, that's right, he's from Fresno too. I thought I remembered that."


  Hinata shot her a quelling look.


  Silvia sniffed at his look. "Spill, dancer boy, and I'll see you a Jazz Master-class and raise you a brand new pair of Mary-Jane shoes with taps."


  Hinata raised his eyebrow at her. Shaking his head, he chortled. "Okay, it's your wallet. Your sad, sad, empty wallet… and teaching a class can in no way constitute a prize. Well, it can't be the majority… okay, darn it, I do love teaching that class. Promise we're talking shiny patent leather Mary Jane type shoes but with a two inch chunky heel, and you and I can do business."


  Silvia crossed her heart.


  CHAPTER 7


  Tater poked his head around the corner of the door just as Peter woke up from the painkiller he'd been given down in the emergency room. He cleared his throat. "Hey, Tater, come on in. Did Rufus—"


  "We just can't keep you Jenkins men outta trouble this year, can we?" Rufus peered over the top of Tater's head, one dark brown eyebrow quirked up toward his hairline. Tater elbowed him with enough force he made an 'oof' noise, and Peter laughed hard enough his whole body shook. He winced when the shaking got to his leg, and Rufus winced when the words that had just spilled out of his mouth made it to his own ears, and even Tater winced at how hard he'd hit Rufus. They were all in all a fairly sorry bunch.


  "I'm sorry—"


  "I didn't mean—"


  "Dear God that hurt."


  The three exchanged glances with one another, mouths open to say more, brains all stuck on auto-pilot replay and re-evaluate loops of what the other two had just said. Rufus was the first to recover. "Hey, we got here just as soon as that fella with the sexy hair— ah, your roommate came by to tell us what happened."


  Peter blinked at his oldest cousin for a moment. He shook his head, and then spoke. "Rufus, if'n you can get the nurse to come and give me something to help with this pain I'll take that the way you meant it and not the fucked up way it actually came out." Rufus squeezed his eyes shut, mouth turning down at both corners. Tater's gaze shot between the two of them. A tiny muscle below his eye jumped rhythmically, and he swallowed after each motion. Once Peter noticed the connection between the two things, he couldn't look away. He found the sight mesmerizing.


  Twitch.


  Swallow.


  Twitch.


  Swallow.


  Twi—


  "Peter!" Tater's voice cracked again, and Peter finally tore his gaze from the interplay between the jumping muscle and the bobbing of Tater's Adam's apple. Tater stood, hands on hips, mouth pinched up in a disapproving pout. He was even tapping his foot for good measure.


  "That was really mean. You know he didn't mean it that-a-way, and I think he took Uncle Ezekiel's passing harder than you did. Did you know Rufus was the one keeping your ma and pa's place kept up whilst they was gone?"


  Peter sucked in a shocked breath. "I thought Uncle—"


  Tater slashed a hand through the air sharply. "But you never asked, did you. Nope. We was all so proud of your pa for getting that fancy job and then your ma working in an actual factory… not to mention you being the star football player and getting to go to college. We didn't want none of you to give that up. But would it have hurt to look back once in a while? Jest to give us a wave and a how-de-do? His pa hurt his back the fall you left, and Rufus done been keeping everything kept up in case y'all ever needed the cabin again. So's it's you owe him an apology not the other ways around."


  Rufus hurried back into the room right then, and silence fell. Peter fidgeted, rubbing his fingers over and over the edge of his bed sheets. A hot, weighty ball of emotion sat in the center of his chest, the acidic burn of it picking away at his flesh. Tater's cheeks glowed with a hectic red color that threw his golden freckles into stark relief across the bridge of his nose. Rufus stopped, hard and fast, like he'd run into a sudden wall of solid glass. His mouth opened and closed, opened and closed. His head snapped to the right, where Tater stood. His eyes narrowed in slits of blue fire, and before Peter could cry out or even really wrap his mind around the sequence of events, Tater sprawled on the floor of the room. Rufus shook his hand, spat on the floor, spun and stomped back toward the door.


  At the very edge of the entry into the hall, he paused. "You weren't supposed to tell him. I didn't do it so's he'd feel obliged. I did it 'cause that's what family does, and you couldn't afford to take the time from studying with Miss Carey."


  The red in Tater's cheeks spread and darkened, covering him from the base of his throat to the tips of his ears in a sort of purple-red. "Shut up."


  "Stop it. You both just need to stop!" Peter grabbed the little pitcher of ice water from the over bed table, slinging the contents half over himself and fully over Tater and Rufus. The movement pulled against his sore leg, and before he could hardly register their shocked faces he was curled up in a ball on the bed making those awful dying animal noises again. Something wet splattered down on Peter's face.


  "He sounds just like old man Jones' mule did when the cougar got to it." Tater's voice had a hush in it Peter had only ever heard him use when the travelling preacher came to hold revivals.


  Tater didn't much care for the revivals, but every time the preacher came he brought along his twin daughters and every time Tater got within a dozen yards of those two pretty songbirds he started talking all quiet and respectful like. Peter smacked out weakly with his arm. "Shut it. Y'all are family."


  Rufus's voice came from somewhere down below the end of Peter's bed. "He's right."


  Peter opened his eyes enough to look up at Tater. "Mitzy told me about a cousin like you."


  A frown crept across Tater's face. "Who's Mitzy?"


  Peter grimaced. "She's a friend with a cousin who doesn't like to look at books. He says the letters jump around on him. I reckon that's what happens to you too, doesn't it?"


  A snort sounded from where Peter judged Rufus to be cleaning up the water and ice Peter had thrown. Tater's hand came down to brush Peter's hair out of his eyes. "I know I got dyslexia, asshole. You don't gotta dance around the word. Gramps and Gram aren't here to be horrified that you said it." Tater snorted. "You suck, you know that?"


  Peter gave a tiny nod, not enough to jostle his leg again, but enough so's Tater could know he meant it. "I reckon I do at that. I'm right, ain't I?"


  Tater grunted. His lips thinned, and he appeared to be trying to gnaw a hole right through the side of his left cheek. "Miss Carey's been larning me how to pin them jumpy words down a mite." His smile was full of forgiveness, and Peter's tight insides loosened up enough for him to feel the pain in his leg again.


  Peter grabbed Tater's hand. "I don't 'spose you'd mind getting the nurse to come right now with a pain pill would you?" He willed his eyes to tell Tater every single thing he had in his heart in that very moment. He probably just looked like he needed to take a shit, but maybe Tater would recognize he needed to talk to Rufus alone.


  Tater must have had a whole pocketful of gold, because he sure enough bought a clue. He moved quickly to the door, skirting the foot of the bed cautiously on his way out. As he turned into the hallway, he cast an indecipherable glance back over his shoulder at Peter. Smiling at him, Peter flapped a hand to shoo him away. Tater neither laughed nor smiled. His brows drew together slightly, and he gave a long slow blink. Peter bit back a groan. He'd just been put on warning, just as sure as if Tate actually spoke the words. He sighed, heavily.


  "Rufus. Rufus, get up and come talk to me. If we don't get this hashed out, Tater's gonna kick my ass just as soon as they let me outta here, and you and I both know he can do it." Peter looked down toward the foot of his bed. After a moment, his watch was rewarded with the sight of his older cousin's face appearing above the footboard of his bed. Rufus's big hazel eyes were playing at being green as the grass out by the pond behind Gram and Gramps Jenkin's place, so Peter raised a hand to head off the babble that was sure to spring outta his cousin any second. "Don't even try it Rufus. So, you think Marcus has sexy hair too, huh? I swear, it's no wonder he keeps it in that mess if he pulls so many second looks with it. So… how long have you known you like boys, then?"


  Rufus blinked at him long and slow. "I don't rightly think this is what Tater meant for us to work out."


  Peter hmmpfed at the other young man. "I don't reckon Tater has a clue about this at all."


  Rufus blinked again, longer and slower. "Now, that wouldn't rightly be true. He caught me and Randy Markums behind your pa's cowshed last year."


  Peter's breath balled up in a hard, solid knot halfway down his throat. He coughed, choked, and then sucked in a whistling breath. "Holy horse-shit." His eyes grew big as dinner plates in his head. "You mean the Randy Markums I used to—"


  Rufus cut him off. "The very same."


  Peter whistled, long and low. "Well hell-fire, Rufus, then what are you doing—"


  "I was gonna ask him to come with me when y'all got settled and sent for me, but the last time we was together, he…" Rufus's gravelly voice trailed off into a thin thread of sound.


  "He what?" Peter felt the hair at the nape of his neck stand right up. He swallowed hard. Tater might be a love 'em and leave 'em kinda man, but that had never been like Rufus.


  Rufus raised stricken eyes to Peter's, a sheen of moisture covering the quickly darkening pools of green hurt. "He called out your name."


  Peter forced himself to hold still in the bed. He couldn't be no help to Rufus if he was curled up making dying donkey noises again, and Rufus needed somebody to be strong for him right about now. "Come on up here, Rufus." His cousin scrambled up from the floor, and then clambered careful as could be onto the bed. Peter put his arm around Rufus's shoulders, pulling the big lug in close to him. "I'm right sorry about him calling out my name, Rufus. I didn't ever—"


  "I know." Rufus's voice was muffled a little from where his face pressed into the side of Peter's neck. "He told me y'all never did. He didn't love me, Peter. He told me he never got over loving you enough to love me except as the closest thing he could get to you."


  All the muscles in Peter's body clenched. Fierce gladness for the brutal treatment he'd given Randy time after time on the practice mats of the wrestling team they'd both belonged to at the YWCA in Almston, rose up in him.


  Rufus pinched Peter's side hard, and Peter realized he was squeezing his cousin hard enough to bruise the poor guy. "I'm sorry Rufus."


  Rufus shook his head. "What are you sorry for? I mean, you did just about squeeze the life outta me just now." Peter grinned against the top of Rufus's head. The sorrowful note was gone from Rufus's voice, and he was back to being his normal sassy self.


  "No, you fool. I'm sorry pa and I didn't keep closer tabs on what y'all were dealing with back home." Rufus grunted, digging his chin into the join of Peter's neck and shoulder in a half tickling, half painful manner. Peter hugged him hard once more, and then pushed him toward the edge of the bed. "You best get up before the nurse comes. We'd best not give Tater any more reason to kick both our asses."


  "He didn't want you to know about his readin' problem." Rufus shrugged with one shoulder.


  Peter nodded. "I understand that, but that's something could hurt his chances of getting a college degree if he doesn't get help with it. I don't care if he's mad about that. He'll have to learn you can't keep those sorts of secrets from your family."


  Rufus drew in a quick breath as he swung his legs off the bed and stood back up. "You sound just like Uncle Ezekiel."


  Peter gave a half smile. "Yeah, ma's been saying that a lot lately too. Thanks."


  Tater came back just then with the nurse. He gave both cousins a hard look as he entered the room, but whatever he saw in their faces must have satisfied him, because he sat down in the chair in the corner without saying a word until he closed his eyes. Stretching his legs out in front of him, Tater settled his big hands on his stomach. "I'll be here tonight, Rufus. You get home and take care of the dogs, and make sure Marcus eats something. He's about beside himself worrying about Peter. You let him know the docs done said they don't need to operate. Peter's just gonna need to rest up for a mite."


  Rufus and Peter exchanged a glance. Peter cast a long look in Tater's direction. "Who died and put you in charge?"


  The nurse, a tall, curvaceous woman with light brown skin and curly blondish hair clicked her tongue as the last word left Peter's mouth, her eyes still fixed on the needle she had stuck into the IV at the crook of Peter's arm. He noted the way she twisted her mouth up, just like his momma did when she thought he was saying something too stupid to bear responding to. He cut his eyes back over to Tater when a low growl sounded from the corner where he sat.


  Tater's eyes opened up enough to reveal a slit of hot brown fury. "Peter, I hope you understand that I will whoop your ass right there in your hospital bed." He didn't say another word, closing his eyes back tight and propping one booted foot on top of the other.


  "He took the call from Marcus and at first we didn't know how bad you was hurt." Rufus's rumbled out the explanation quickly.


  Peter rolled his eyes. "Well, hell, the only thing that could make this any better—"


  A commotion in the hallway cut across Peter's words. A lightly accented voice was raised in determined tones. "No, I will not stop. I know he is here and I will find him. You are most welcome to call the police to escort me out if you feel I am such a grave danger to—"


  Peter knew the voice better than he knew his own. Hinata had been in a play the year they both went to the same high school. Peter had managed to go to all three performances, and though Hinata had only spoken two lines, Peter had recorded them. He couldn't actually count how many times he'd played that recording over and over. His breath hitched in his chest.


  "Rufus, go tell them to let her in here. That's my Butterfly." Rufus strode to the door, and then Peter could hear his deep tones in the hall. The drugs the nurse gave him started to hit. A warm, golden haze settled over everything just as the girl Peter had nearly given up on ever seeing again stepped into the room. The silky white shirt she wore set off her pale yellow-gold skin and black eyes to perfection. Her diminutive frame looked every bit as pleasing to his eyes as it had the last time he'd seen her.


  "Butterfly. I thought I'd never see you again." Peter smacked his lips together. The hell had the nurse given him? He looked over at Tater. "Keep her close, Tater. I reckon I'm about to—" Peter paused, shaking his head hard. "Ev-thing's awful bright." He squinted at the figure by the door.


  "Damn if'n you don't look purty as a patch of fox-gloves and tiger-lilies. Purtier." Peter opened his mouth again, but before he could ask how she'd found him, a curtain of black fell on top of him. He was still trying to fight his way out of the thick velvet folds when he finally succumbed to the siren song of the strong narcotics the nurse had given him.


  CHAPTER 8


  Hinata stared at Peter Jenkins. He opened and closed his mouth several times before he managed to get sounds to come out. "I... Did he just call me a girl?"


  The smaller of the two conscious giants in the room chuckled from the corner of the room. "I reckon he did at that." The brown-eyed man swung his gaze over to the slightly taller one who'd ushered Hinata into the room after assuring the irate charge nurse in the hallway that Hinata's name had merely been mistakenly left off the list of approved visitors because his cousin only referred to the small Japanese man as his Butterfly. The words the big green eyed man had used still echoed in Hinata's mind. He had said they didn't rightly know what to call Peter's lover since the only name their cousin had ever given was surely not the name of any actual person, because no parent in their right mind would be cruel enough to call their child Butterfly.


  The big man standing by the bed grunted. The smaller one laughed harder, gasping out words between guffaws. "This is just like Peter. He's been mooning over his Butterfly for over two years now and still thought this poor fella was a girl." He glanced at Hinata, did a double take, and then turned back to the green eyed giant. "Though I have to admit, he's damn pretty for a guy. I'd almost be tempted by this one." His hot brown gaze swung back to Hinata. "How the hell did you find him? He told us he'd lost track of you after you graduated last spring."


  Hinata swallowed, taking a half step back. The seated man's gaze gentled. "You don't have to be scared, little butterfly. I wouldn't hurt you none, even if'n Peter warn't half crazy about you already. Don't be scared."


  A tide of heat rose in Hinata's cheeks. "I— I wanted to see if I could help him. After he gets better, his leg will be very stiff. I have a dance studio and I know he's used dance to help him with his sport before."


  Hinata dropped his gaze to the floor, unable to continue holding the other man's eyes. He licked his lips quickly. "I... I wanted him to know I wouldn't charge anything for the lessons. I want to learn to help injured athletes, so he would be helping me. If he decides to come to my studio that is…" His voice trailed away, and Hinata bit his bottom lip. He closed his eyes for a split second as he wondered if it were possible to die of mortification.


  The brush of callused fingers against his jaw startled Hinata. His eyes flew open as he leapt back with a tiny shriek. The smaller of the two men stood before him, his hand still outstretched. "I'm Tater. I'm Peter's cousin, and this is his other cousin, Rufus." He waved at the mountain of a man next to Peter's bed. "Did you come here by yourself?"


  Hinata stared at the giant for a long stunned moment. "I— no, my man Andre is waiting with the car."


  "Your man?" The smaller man, Tater, growled the words out.


  Hinata glanced at him, and then back over his shoulder where the other man's gaze was trained. Andre stood in the doorway, a forbidding expression on his normally genial face. Hinata's brow puckered as he tried to work out the reason for the man's suddenly angry expression. He half turned, gesturing between the two men as though introducing two important foreign dignitaries. "Yes, my chauffeur. He is also my gardener and all around helper… but he is also my friend." Hinata's chest swelled with pride as he said the last.


  Behind him, in the doorway, Andre nodded his head, his expression softening slightly. "Yes, Hinata, I am always your friend, but I am not waiting with the car. You forgot to add that I am also your bodyguard, and if you run away like that again, I will be forced to let your brothers and father know."


  Hinata watched Tater's face in fascination as the big man visibly relaxed with each successive word from Andre's mouth. By the end of Andre's speech his friendly look from before had returned. "Well, Andre, it's a pleasure to meet you. Peter's asked us to keep—" He broke off, a frown pulling his brows down. "Your name can't actually be Butterfly."


  Hinata laughed, and as the light, bell like tones drifted around the room, Tater and Rufus exchanged a long look. "No, my name is Hinata. Kenkyusha Hinata." He bowed carefully, making sure to make the bow respectfully deep without being subservient.


  Tater scratched his head. "Well, Ken—"


  Hinata waved his hands. "No, no, that is my family name. My name is Hinata."


  Tater shot him a puzzled look. "Why didn't you say it that way then?"


  Rufus stepped forward, bowing from the waist. "He did. Don't you remember the summer Peter tried to teach us about Japan and the way they say their first and last different than we do?"


  The light clicked behind Tater's eyes, and he laughed again, and then gave an exaggerated bow.


  "My apologies, Hinata."


  A giggle escaped Hinata. Andre's deep chuckle behind him assured him that he was not silly to find the two young men's antics amusing. "No apologies are necessary. I was not offended."


  Tater cleared his throat. "Well, Peter asked us to keep an eye on you. Would you like to have dinner with Rufus? I can't join y'all, 'cause someone's gotta stay with Peter, but I can come take you to breakfast tomorrow after Rufus spells me."


  Hinata wasn't entirely sure he understood everything Tater had just said, but he thought the gist had to do with him having dinner with one of the two, and then breakfast with the other while they took turns keeping an eye on both their cousin and him. He giggled again at the old fashioned gallantry of the gesture.


  "I think I would like that." He looked up at Tater through his lashes.


  Tater grinned wickedly, turning to look at his cousin. "I reckon this one is gonna give our Peter a run for his money."


  Hinata shook his head. "Oh, no, I will not take money from your cousin. That would not be honorable."


  Rufus laughed, stepping forward and resting a large hand lightly on Hinata's shoulder. "Let's go get some supper, Butterfly, and I'll explain what my cousin means." Hinata followed the long line of his arm up and up and up to his grinning mouth, and the force of his charisma and contagious smile pulling the corners of Hinata's lips to turn up as well.


  ****


  Hinata looked up from the iPad he used to study when travelling. The limo stood in front of a small house in a suburban neighborhood. He turned his eyes from the view out the window next to him and met Andre's amused gaze in the rearview mirror. "Where are we?"


  Rufus tapped on the window. "Hinata, we're here. You and Andre coming in for supper, or did you change your mind?"


  Andre grinned. "It appears we are having dinner at Mr. Jenkins's residence."


  Hinata gulped. "At his house?"


  Andre nodded. "Yes, Mr. Hinata. But you don't have to be nervous. I'll be there the whole time."


  Hinata nodded. "Okay."


  They opened their doors at the same time. Rufus held out his hand to help Hinata from the back of the car, and Hinata stared at the man's hand like he'd never seen one before.


  "I am capable of rising unaided." Hinata looked up at Rufus, a bewildered frown puckering his brow. Rufus grinned. The curve of his lips and flash of his teeth was that same warm, infectious smile he'd given Hinata before.


  "I reckon you can. I just don't want to give Tater or Peter a reason to be mad at me later, and Peter said to look out for you, and Tater told me to behave—"


  "I heard no one speak of behaving."


  Rufus's grin got impossibly wider. "Well, with Tater you got to listen in between what he says. Trust me, he said I was to treat you like a precious thing, and handle you with extra care 'cause of you being precious to Peter."


  Hinata shook his head. The cousins were all obviously quite insane, although charmingly so. Andre snorted. Hinata looked over to find him leaning against the hood of the car, arms folded against his chest. "Do you suppose we could go eat sometime today? I haven't eaten since dinner last night and my stomach is about to crawl out of my body."


  Rufus turned his high intensity smile on Andre and lay an arm lightly over Hinata's shoulders. "Well, we can't have you wasting away to nothing, Andre. I reckon Hinata here would be lost without you, so taking care of you is really part of taking care of him, and we just went over how's I'm obligated to keep things right for him."


  The big man swept them up the neat walkway as he spoke. He unlocked the front door and ushered them into a home filled to the brim with warmth and color. Hinata longed to linger in the entryway, but Rufus swept them both into the kitchen, seating them on tall kitchen stools at the scratched wooden breakfast bar before he began hauling multiple containers from the fridge.


  "I was going to make lasagna tonight, but that takes over an hour, and I thought maybe we could save that for another night. How's about we have some sandwiches and sweet tea? I made it the old-fashioned way, just like Gram Jenkins taught me." His words tripped over each other, and his face scrunched up in an endearingly earnest expression.


  Hinata found himself smiling, his breaths coming easier than they ever did when he was in his own kitchen. "I think sandwiches would be lovely. I like iced tea. Is sweet tea like iced tea?"


  Andre chortled beside him. "I lived down south my whole life until I started working for Hinata's family. I'd surely love some real sweet tea made like my Granny used to make it."


  Rufus poured the tea, and sliced up some sandwich rolls, and then they passed around containers of meats and cheeses and vegetables as each of them piled their plates high with whatever they fancied on their sandwiches. Hinata couldn't stop smiling. He'd never had so much fun nor laughed so much at a meal in his entire life. Afterward, they piled onto the long, slightly tattered couch in the living room to watch what Rufus assured them was a "must see" movie. The antics of the carrier pigeons and their friends were delightful, but Hinata's sleeplessness the previous night and then his emotional day of searching first all over campus for clues as to Peter's whereabouts, and then through two of the local hospitals before finally finding Peter caught up with him before the dramatic climax.


  As the final credits rolled, he woke to find Rufus lifting him from the couch. "No, I insist y'all stay the night. I'll put him in Peter's room, and you can take Tater's as they share an adjoining bath. That ways I figure you can leave the doors to the lavatory open, and if he wakes up you'll hear him."


  Hinata rolled his head to the side. "Mmmm. I'm awake, I can walk."


  Rufus laughed down at him. "Goose. You're as bad as baby Cee, telling everybody how growed she is right as she's having us haul her outta some scrape or another."


  Hinata opened his mouth to protest, only to gasp as Rufus dropped him. He landed with a soft plonk on top of a wide, high bed covered in a creamy colored quilt made up of hundreds of tiny squares in various shades of white, cream, eggshell and ecru. Hinata ran a hand over the quilt's amazingly textured surface. He couldn't believe the detail present in the bedcover.


  "I– oh, is this Peter's room? Is that what you said?" His fingers ran over the surface of the quilt over and over again.


  Rufus nodded. "Yep. And you gotta stay. If'n Peter or Tater finds out I let you go home this late they'll both skin me alive."


  Hinata yawned. The bed gave beneath him, a perfect blend of firmness and comfortable lushness. "I am very tired. And if I go home I'll sleep enough in the car to have trouble sleeping in once I get home." He yawned again, harder and longer.


  Rufus gestured to the door across the room. "That there is the bathroom. Your man Andre will be right through there if you need anything, Butterfly." He smiled, somehow sly and shy and sweet all at once, and Hinata was unable to be angry about the silly nickname.


  "I, awwwwwwwhhhh, I um. Okay. I'll see you in the morning."


  Then his head was lying on a pillow that seemed to be made especially for him. Hinata giggled. "I feel like Goldilocks."


  Rufus laughed. "I can see that. You found the bed that's just right for you, didn't you?"


  Hinata nodded, his eyes drifting closed. The last thing he sensed was the warm press of lips on his forehead, and the comforting feel of someone tucking covers tightly around his body. The smell of pine and cedar surrounded him, and something that smelled like warm rain. Hinata wondered if he looked silly with his mouth stretched wide in a smile and his eyes closed. Then he floated into the grey place he sometimes floated in before sleep, and nothing mattered anymore but the delicious smells around him, and the sound of Peter's voice repeating one word over and over in his head.


  Butterfly.


  CHAPTER 9


  Peter woke at four a.m. when the night nurse made her last rounds. His bed was unfamiliar, his naked ass was resting on the overly starched sheets and he'd slept more yesterday than he did even on the nights after a big game that came hard on the heels of a big exam or school project. He was just plain slept out. His ass being naked would not have been an issue at home in his own bed, with his own soft sheets and a modicum of privacy. Here however, there was no privacy at all, the sheets were one step above fine grained sandpaper, and he was bored.


  An image teased at the edges of his memory. White silk and golden skin and… he must have been dreaming again. He'd never heard his Butterfly laugh in a dream before though, and that made this one special.


  Tater cracked open one eye. "You weren't dreaming."


  Peter rolled his head to the side. "How the fuck do you do that, Tater?"


  His cousin laughed. The sound, a low, sly rumble of mirth that Peter knew for a fact had stripped more than one girl back in Virginia out of her panties was almost identical in sound to Peter's own laugh. If what he was remembering was right, maybe the problem he'd been having lately in the dating department had more to do with him using that and the other weapons in his arsenal on the wrong folks rather than him losing his mojo. Peter shook his head.


  Tater opened the other eye as well. "And in case you're wondering, yes, your Butterfly is very beautiful. I'm pretty sure he's packing the same equipment twixt his thighs that you and I are, though. I'm also sure that this Hinata is loaded. Who the hell is this guy, Peter?"


  Peter gaped at Tater.


  Tater rolled his eyes back. "Oh, shit, you really didn't know, did you?"


  Peter shook his head mutely. He couldn't get enough air into his lungs, and everything seemed very far away. Tater sat up straight in the chair, his mouth moving fast. None of the words reached Peter though, and then there was just no air left at all. Peter knew exactly how a fish felt when you pulled it out of its watery home. He gasped as a terrible pressure squeezed him somewhere deep inside.


  "Hinata was Prom Queen. They don't let guys be Prom Queen, Tater!" By the time he finished his statement, his voice had risen to a shout and he was ready to climb out of the bed and find someone besides Tater to get in a fight with. Fighting Tater would just land him right back in a hospital bed, plus make both Ma and Auntie Caroline mad.


  Tater didn't answer him direct.


  "If you mind your manners and get sprung from this place quick enough tomorrow, I'll let you come with me to eat breakfast with him." Peter ground his teeth together. He eyed his cousin with dark intent. Tater laughed again. "If they don't spring you, I'll see about getting him to come bring you lunch, but only if you behave."


  Peter clamped his jaw shut.


  Tater stopped laughing, stood up from his chair, and walked over to lean his arms on the rail of Peter's bed. "Your ma worked on the float committee the year he was Prom Queen, Peter, and she said she'd never met a sweeter boy."


  Peter's jaw dropped open. "When did you talk to my ma?"


  Tater grunted. "I called her after Rufus took Hinata and his chauffeur home to feed them. We talked for a good two hours while you were sleeping."


  Peter's stomach clenched. He was fairly sure the feeling came from having the entire axis of his life shift under him. "What did y'all talk about?"


  Tater shrugged. "We talked some about the holler and how Gram and Gramps thought keeping us all in the past would keep us safe, some about you and Hinata, and some more about your pa and how much he loved all of us. We all miss him Peter. And now we all gotta do our part to take up the things he woulda done if'n he was still with us."


  Peter's eyes stung hard then, the feeling hot and sudden. He turned his head away from Tater. "I never got to say goodbye, Tater. I was up here at school, and they moved to be closer to me… but all I wanted to do was play ball and party with my friends. I wasn't even home with them when it happened."


  Tater grabbed his chin hard. Peter resisted their urging to turn his face back toward the side of the bed his cousin stood on. The fingers on his chin tightened to the point of pain, digging in with brutal intensity until Peter relented, allowing his cousin to turn his face gently back toward the other young man's intent gaze. "You stupid little shit, that's what you're supposed to do when you're a freshman in college." Peter snorted at the irony of Tater, the smallest of his male cousins, calling him little. Tater ignored his scoffing noises entirely, continuing with his diatribe unabated. "That's what Uncle Ezekiel wanted you to do. He wanted you to be off playing ball and as much as he wanted to be sure you spent enough time studying to get the grades you need to secure your future, he most of all wanted you to live the life he never coulda had. That's all he ever wanted, Peter, to lift you and your ma out of the poverty we lived in and make sure if'n you ever came back to the holler it was cause you wanted to, not 'cause you had to."


  Peter's lungs opened up then, letting oxygen back into his body. He drew long breaths in, sucking in every bit of air he could. Everything on him hurt all over again, but he didn't want another shot from the nurse. He wanted to be wide awake and coherent when the doctor came around in the morning. He shifted, the sandpaper sheets scraped his ass, and his leg throbbed.


  Yeah, he so needed to be out of here. He just wasn't sure yet if he needed to be out of here before Hinata came back, or just be ready to go when the beautiful young Japanese man appeared. If he could figure out whether the snakes wrestling in his innards were fighting out of fear or out of anxious desire he'd know which direction he wanted to move in. He squeezed his eyes shut, blocking out the world for a moment. A grunt from his cousin had him opening them back up.


  Tater shook his head, reaching out to gently cuff the side of Peter's head. "Jackass. You wanna be here when he gets here. You ain't never looked at no girl the way you looked at that boy yesterday. You wanna be here."


  Peter swallowed. Yeah. He really, really did want to be here.


  ****


  Hinata woke to the scent of warm rain and pine. He was dry and wonderfully warm. Sunlight and shadows danced over his face in a lacy pattern created by the sheer drapes pulled across the small window next to the bed he lay in. Peter's bed seemed to cradle him protectively, and Hinata wasn't sure if he ever wanted to climb out of it. His first class started at ten though, and he had promised Tater to have breakfast with him. There wouldn't be much time... but perhaps if he had Andre take him to Starbucks he could simply bring coffee and pastries to the hospital?


  Arching his body in a long, sinuous undulation, Hinata stretched hard enough to shiver. He so loved the first stretch of the day. Relaxing back down from his stretch, he cast a curious gaze around the room, and found himself in a silver frame at Peter's bedside.


  A picture of him as Prom Queen sat in one half of a double frame. A wedding picture filled the other half of the frame. Unless Hinata missed his guess, the people in the picture were Peter's parents. He swallowed, his stomach suddenly full of the same hot feeling he'd gotten the very first time he laid eyes on Peter Jenkins.


  The picture was clearly the original one from the shots the camera guy from the Fresno Bee had taken of him in his traditional Japanese garb. Hinata noted that his prom outfit looked surprisingly similar to the wedding finery worn by the beautiful woman in the picture filling the other half of the frame. Looking around the room Hinata saw Peter clearly held great fondness for Japanese culture. From the sculpture on his desk to the prints on the walls and the books on his narrow bookshelf, Peter had collected bits and pieces of Hinata's culture in a wonderfully eclectic manner. Hinata smiled. The small bonsai tree on the table by the window rounded out the room.


  Hinata lifted the pillow he'd slept on, burying his face in its softness and breathing in the heady combination of his scent mixing with Peter's. He shivered again, and wondered how much nicer it would be to wake here with Peter's arms around him. With anyone else he might have felt strange, sleeping in their room before they'd even really had a conversation… but Peter was different. He'd known Peter for years, albeit at a distance. Peter was the reason Hinata had chosen to come to this school. He was the reason Hinata had decided to study sports medicine, and so changed nearly all his courses. Hinata hired a physical therapist to help him at the studio, designing dance classes that would help athletes regain and maintain their peak physical prowess.


  He was going to need the business when his mother cut him off for no longer bowing to her dictates. Hinata shivered one last time, though this one came from a very different place in his psyche than the preceding ones. He eased up to his feet, still stretching as he went. He'd have time to go and see Peter before classes this morning if he hurried, but then he didn't have a single moment free until next Tuesday. He hurried into the bathroom to get ready for the day.


  Andre had clearly been up for some time already, as Hinata found a clean outfit for the day hanging from the back of the door leading from Peter's bedroom to the en suite bath. He hopped in the shower, scrubbed off quickly and gave himself a cursory drying with one of the tiny white towels laid out on the bathroom counter. How could such large men be satisfied drying themselves with such small scraps of toweling? Hinata shook his head. He was half their size, and every towel in his bathroom was easily three times the size and four times as plush as the towels in Peter and his cousin's bathroom.


  When— if Peter was his, Hinata would buy him large bath-sheets. His mind spun out along elaborate loops of circumstance, all the things they might do in a day together running one after another through his head. If Hinata's wish came true, and they got together, they'd keep a few of the thin white barely bigger than hand-towel things for when Hinata and Peter showered together. After all, there was definitely something to be said for watching a particularly hot man walk across a room clad in only a tiny, thin white towel with water still running down his chest. Oh, yes. The little towels were definitely on his 'to keep' list. Hinata sighed as he looked at the lovely, threadbare things resting on the too narrow countertop.


  In Hinata's search for Peter yesterday, he'd come upon the information that neither of Peter's parents worked for Kenkyusha Corporation any longer. Nor did they work for any of its subsidiary companies. While the reason was tragic, and Hinata's heart hurt for Peter— he would surely be lost without his own father's quiet and easy guidance— he couldn't suppress a small sliver of himself from feeling fiercely glad to have the largest obstacle to winning Peter removed. His mother could no longer directly influence the livelihood of Peter's family. Now he only needed to find a way past the awkwardness of this first encounter where they both were conscious, and just maybe he could win his way to Peter's side as more than a curiosity from his past.


  CHAPTER 10


  The doc turned out to be a darn site younger than Peter had expected, and hot as hell to boot. Tater's words about the way Peter looked at Hinata had shaken something loose inside Peter. Everything felt new, different somehow, and more than a touch uncomfortable. It was like a new pair of boots that you knew darn well were gonna be your favorites once you got them broke in, but for now were stiff and uncomfortable. Peter had metaphorical blisters all over, and he suspected it was gonna get worse before it got better.


  When the doctor came in, Peter opened his mouth to tell the man he was ready to go home. Somewhere between his brain and his mouth the words got tangled up though, and what came out of his traitorous lips had little resemblance to the comment his brain had stamped approval to.


  "I thought doctors were only so good-looking on television shows and movies. In real life aren't y'all supposed to be old, or tired looking, or just plain homely? It don't rightly seem fair to have such a pretty face and an M.D. tacked after your name too." Peter's hand flew up to cover his gaping pie-hole at that point, but the words were already out there, circling the room like hungry buzzards. Tater guffawed, and the doctor, after a moment of startled silence, joined in. The man's caramel coated laugh rolled over Peter in a wash of smooth tenor notes.


  "I'm glad to see you're feeling quite a bit better today, Mr. Jenkins." The man's lips curled up at the corners, pursed together in the center in a wrestling match between the smile he was clearly fighting and his readily apparent professionalism. "I'm Doctor Mathias, the attending physician. If you'll let me get a quick look at your eyes to check your pupillary response to light—" Tater grunted at this point, and the doctor turned to him with one brow raised in enquiry. "…to check and see if your concussion is better. I'm afraid you've most likely torn your hamstring, and while we could keep you in the hospital until we get an MRI on it, I think you'd be better served by going home today. You can always come back as an outpatient to have the MRI done."


  Peter's blush, brought about by his outspokenness earlier, had eased enough to cease causing his face to feel like it was on fire. He cleared his throat experimentally, and opened his mouth, hoping that this time the words coming out would jive with what his brain signed off on. "I— am I gonna be able to play ball again, doc?"


  Whew.


  That came out exactly as he intended. Peter breathed out a huge sigh of relief. He had wondered what he'd do if his words came out all garbled again, but fortunately that concern was moot.


  The doctor raised a hand, running it distractedly thorough his thick, chestnut colored hair. "I can't say, Mr. Jenkins. There's a good possibility that you'll heal with no residual effects, but an orthopedist would be better able to tell you how long the recovery will take, and what sort of long effects your injury may or may not have." Tater grunted again, and this time both the doctor and Peter turned to him.


  "Tater, you'd best just spit out whatever you've got stuck in your craw. I know you're just gonna keep making those noises until you do." Peter rolled his eyes and gestured with his hand for his cousin to get on with it.


  Tater looked up at Peter from his seat beside the bed, his eyes troubled. He waved a hand back at Peter as he turned his eyes back to the doctor. "The thing is Peter here is on a football scholarship. If he ain't gonna get better, we kinda need to know so's we can figure how to keep him in school. Me and Rufus don't mind waiting a coupla more years to get started in school, but we really need to know if'n we need to get full time jobs or if'n we can jest keep the part time ones we got."


  Peter's lungs and heart got tangled up with each other again, and neither one wanted to work right, bumping and grinding against each other like a couple of young lovers at a nightclub. He sucked in a couple of shallow breaths, determined to have his voice steady before he spoke. He wasn't sure how he'd ever got so blessed to have the family he had, but damned if they didn't bring him right to the point of tears.


  "I ain't on football scholarship no more, Tater. I did so good last year in my classes they offered me an academic scholarship that covered more than the football one did. One of the last things my pa did was talk me into switching up who was paying my way." Peter pushed the words out at a steady clip, unsure if he'd be able to maintain the even tenor of his voice. Holy god, it just tore him up to think of what his cousins had and would give up in the process of making sure he could get through school. He puffed up his chest a little. "You make me right proud to be a Jenkins, though. Right proud."


  Tater ducked his head, grunting again. He looked back up like he was fixing to say something, but right at that moment Rufus's deep voice sounded in the hallway, and there in the doorway was Hinata, dressed in a tight pair of black slacks with a loose, flowing white shirt like something a pirate would wear. Peter licked his suddenly dry lips. Oh. Well, the question of whether he wanted to run away from Hinata or toward him was answered. At the sight of the other young man's stunning face and gentle eyes all the baby snakes in Peter's stomach slithered down toward his groin, turning to creatures comprised entirely of flame.


  "Butterfly…" Peter's mouth was moving before his brain finished processing the tidal wave of feeling flooding though his chest. Everything around him faded to nothing, only Hinata's startled face remaining clear, and steady. Peter heard the raw depth of longing in his own voice. He flinched. "I— don't be scared. I swear I'm not crazy. I know your name's Hinata. I just always called you Butterfly in my head, ever since that first time I saw you—"


  Hinata smiled at him, slow and sweet. "I had a blue butterfly clip in my hair that day."


  Peter's heart shook and stuttered and then stopped altogether before starting again with a shudder and a bang. Hinata remembered that day. Peter grinned. A warm curl of tenderness unfurled in his stomach, replacing the fighting snakes from earlier.


  "I remember. The butterflies had little purple spots on their wings that just matched the color of the bracelet you were wearing." Peter's voice dropped, deepening to a husky caress. His smile grew higher on one side. "I remember."


  Hinata took the same half step forward he had that very first day, but this time no one held him back. Instead they all cleared a path to Peter's bedside. With the way opened, he continued forward until he stood right at the rail, hands fluttering up to rest on the utilitarian plastic. "You look the same— just the same, but bigger too. I wanted to talk to you that day."


  Peter nodded. "Your friend Caroline stopped you. She never would tell me why, but she stopped you. And then I never really got close to you again."


  Hinata's eyes dropped away from Peter's. "I know. I stayed away. I— it is unimportant now. I have come to ask if you would allow me to help you. I have a studio here, where I teach dance. When you are better, will you come and let me help you get your leg ready to play football again? I know you love to play. Your face, when you catch the ball… I have never seen such joy except in the mirror as I dance."


  Peter's stomach roiled, and the snakes were back. "I'd like that, Hinata. But aren't you going to have breakfast with us today?"


  Hinata's cheeks turned a dusky shade of rose. "I… my man, Andre is coming with breakfast. I asked Rufus to call the hospital to find out if you would still be here or if you had been released… the nurse said you would likely go home, but she thought perhaps not until the afternoon?"


  Peter reached out, unable to stop himself, and brushed a strand of Hinata's shining black hair away from his face, tucking the silky bit of stuff behind the smaller man's ear. "Your man? Do you mean your boyfriend?"


  Hinata lifted his chin, his dark eyes locking on Peter's. "Oh, no, he is not my boyfriend. Andre is my friend."


  A deep chuckle sounded from the doorway, and Peter looked up to see the man he knew from when he'd gone to high school with Hinata. "I'm also your chauffeur, Mr. Hinata. Don't forget that detail."


  Hinata made a small huffing noise. "It is not the most important part."


  Andre's grin widened. "Still, as you don't know how to drive, it is a rather important one."


  A chorus of low chortling noises drew Peter's attention, and his head turned to take in his cousins and the doctor. All three were watching him, Hinata and Andre as if they were the stars of some cheesy soap opera, or god help them all, some chick-flick romantic comedy. He squinted at Tater and Rufus before turning back to Andre and Hinata. Andre reached around Hinata to set a fully laden drink carrier from Starbucks on the over bed table. He placed a large white paper sack next to the drinks. Ruffling Hinata's hair, he stepped back. "I left my drink out with the nurses. I'll be out there when you need me, sir."


  Peter blinked. The man somehow managed to speak to Hinata in a way that showed clear affection and respect without a speck of subservience. Andre caught Peter's gaze. He tilted his head toward Hinata, raised one eyebrow and then made a vee of his first two fingers, pointing first to his own eyes and then to Peter as he mouthed the words, 'I'm watching you'. The big man turned the gesture into a half comic salute as he turned toward Rufus and Tater, and then turned to saunter out the door of the room. The doctor cleared his throat. "Ah, well… I'll just see about getting your discharge paperwork started. I'll make sure the nurse gets you set up with a good orthopedist, and with physical therapy."


  Peter tore his eyes away from Hinata for a moment. "Oh. Right… um, thanks, doc. I appreciate it."


  Tater laughed. "Come on Rufus. Grab our drinks and whatever food is ours. Peter's gonna be busy here for a minute. I'll catch you up on what Auntie Mary had to say about our big brave cousin." He sauntered to the door, throwing a wicked grin over his shoulder at Peter. Rufus deftly plucked two of the drinks out of the carrier, and then followed Tater to the door. "They've got lots more food up at the nurse's station, Tater. Me and Andre planned ahead."


  Then they were both out the door, and Peter was alone with the person he'd been dreaming about for the past two years. Admittedly, he'd thought he was dreaming about a girl, but this sick to his stomach, giddy feeling wasn't changing one bit now that he knew Hinata was a guy. Peter didn't know what that meant, not in the big picture. He did know that right now, in this exact minute, he didn't want Hinata to leave. He especially didn't want to wait weeks and maybe months to heal before he could spend time with the fascinating man again.


  "Can you come to the house? I mean, before I get healed? Just. I think I'd like to know you more. If'n that's alright with you?" Peter cursed in his head. His damn hillbilly accent always got stronger when he was nervous, and he was sweating bullets now.


  ****


  Hinata flashed a quick glance up at Peter. He opened his mouth to say no and was shocked to hear very different words fly into the air. "I would like that. Very much."


  Peter's smile nearly blinded him, and the piercing sweetness of the look he bestowed on Hinata was worth whatever late nights would accompany the time spent at Peter's house. He needed time to grow his business, time he could only buy with good grades to keep his mother far away. Hinata calculated the time he would need to spend at the dance studio, and the time required by his college courses. He could eat in the car on his way to and from places. He could catch short naps in the car as well. He could manage the hectic schedule for a short time. He could go without a lot to spend time with Peter.


  "I may have to study some nights." The light in Peter's eyes dimmed a bit, and Hinata hastened to soften the blow. "But if you would not mind, perhaps I could come to have supper with you and study there afterwards?"


  Peter reached up to push a lock of dark blond hair out of his eyes. He wrinkled his nose charmingly. "I'm not much of a cook, but I can make some simple dishes. If you don't mind eating a lot of spaghetti and hamburgers, I reckon we'll make do."


  Hinata shivered as Peter's voice dipped into the honeyed tones so similar to the speech patterns of his cousins, but more understandable. He cleared his throat. "I would like that. I enjoyed being in your home. It was very warm. The whole house felt like my garden when the sun shines." Hinata spread one small hand out over his belly. "Here, inside, it felt warm like that. My house does not feel so warm."


  Peter made a low noise, and suddenly his hand was over Hinata's and he tugged Hinata forward until the railing dug into the smaller man's ribs. "Are you so alone? I thought you had family."


  Hinata looked up, stricken to his core. He had not meant to say so much. He tugged at the hold Peter had on his hand. "Oh. I... I did not— I must go. I have class now. I. Forgive me. My tongue runs away sometimes." He dipped his head in a brisk bow. "Forgive me for not staying to breakfast with you. I—" He broke off, a mew of hurt slipping from him despite his best efforts to suppress the sound. Peter immediately released his hand, and Hinata reeled back from the bed.


  The big blond stretched out his hand imploringly. "I'm sorry, Hinata. Did I mash your hand? I didn't mean to, really I didn't. I swear I'll be more careful. If'n you just give me a chance?" The dip in Peter's voice, the way his eyes dropped away from Hinata's… oh, no, no, no. Hinata could not allow Peter to believe he had inflicted injury. He forced himself to stop just inside the door to the hallway. "I am not harmed. Please do not think you caused me pain. I… I have shamed myself. I—" Hinata swallowed heavily.


  Peter lurched as if he would rise, hissed in pain, and dropped back against his pillows. "I reckon I haven't got a clue what you're talking about. I know I want to see you again. Soon. When can you come by the house?"


  Hinata blinked. The other man seemed to be having an entirely different conversation. "I could come tonight after my classes finish. The last one finishes at nine."


  Peter nodded. "Well, I reckon I'll nap for a bit this afternoon so's I won't be tired when you get there. Oh, wait." He pulled the drink tray toward him. "Which of these is yours and which is mine? You outta at least take your breakfast with you… there ain't enough of you for you to be going without meals."


  Hinata blinked again, and a tiny smile bloomed on his face. "Thank you. I do not have a break until two, and I would have been very hungry by then."


  Peter gave him a long slow look that slid from the top his head to his waist where the bed blocked the glowing blue perusal of Peter's eyes. Hinata's stomach did a long slow roll, and heat crept up his neck. He bit his bottom lip, and then stepped forward to take a croissant from the bag and his latte from the drink tray. He smiled, lowered his eyes and glanced back up at Peter through his lashes. The other man was still gazing at him with that flame hot blue gaze. Hinata's breath shivered in his chest. "I… I'll see you later then."


  He turned and fled out into the hall, catching Andre's attention as he hustled toward the nurse's station. "Andre, we must go. I have class in half an hour." Andre frowned at him, but picked up his things from the counter and followed him to the elevators at the far end of the hallway. They spent a tense span of time that felt long, but which Hinata measured on his watch as being only two minutes waiting for the elevator to come. A weighty presence lingered on the back of his head and neck, and Hinata knew Rufus and Tater were watching him. He kept his head down, and bounced very lightly on his toes.


  The second time he lifted his heels from the floor, Andre placed his coffee in the same hand as his bag of pastries, and placed his free hand on Hinata's shoulder. "Hinata, are you alright?"


  Hinata shook his head. He didn't know if he'd ever be alright again. It was the most awful, wonderful thing in the world and he couldn't wait until ten to see Peter again. He was sure to die before then. He tilted his head to the side, and squinted sideways up at Andre with a grin playing at the edges of his mouth. "No."


  Andre stared at him without a word. The elevator came, and as the doors slid open with a chiming noise, the big man grunted and ushered his young charge in. Hinata turned then, and finally met Rufus and Tater's eyes. He blushed at Tater's knowing look, and then blushed harder at Rufus's gently mocking one. Mercifully the doors of the elevator slid shut before either man said anything.


  CHAPTER 11


  By the time Peter finally signed the last form and was released from the hospital lunchtime had come and gone, taking the last vestige of his patience with it. He tried to keep his miserable mood in check, but could tell by the way Rufus closed his eyes and sighed as he settled into the passenger seat of the big silver SUV they all now shared that he hadn't succeeded. The tic in the side of Tater's cheek clued him just how badly he'd failed. The last time Peter saw Tater's jaw clenched that tight someone had ended up in the hospital, and if Tater had been any older— he'd been twelve at the time— the sheriff had sworn Tater would have done at least five years for assault. Only the other boy's stupidity in admitting he'd swung the first blow, along with the other boy being sixteen had saved Tater from spending a lengthy amount of time in the juvenile version of the county jail.


  Peter cleared his throat. "I'm sorry, guys. I know I've been—"


  Tater took one hand off the steering wheel to pound against the dashboard. "No one needs to be told. You've been a right bastard since Hinata left this morning. You owe every nurse on that floor an apology for the way you acted the last two hours we were there. You made me ashamed to call myself a Jenkins. When we get back to the house you're gonna shut your damn mouth, let me and Rufus carry you up to bed, take your pain pills and sleep for the next four or five hours. And when you get up you better have pulled your head out of your ass, or by God I'll get another job just so's I can afford to hire the meanest, ugliest, orneriest nurse on the whole damned planet to take care of you, 'cause Rufus and I won't put up with this shit."


  Peter opened his mouth to apologize again. Tater shot him a brutal look in the rear view mirror. "And if you're not downright nice to Hinata tonight I won't wait 'til you're better to kick your ass, I'll do it as soon as I'm finished carrying him out to the car and passing him off to his Andre.


  Peter sputtered. "Hey, I didn't say anything mean to Hinata. He got all flustered over something he said. I got him back in a better mood after."


  Tater glared at him a bit more before turning his attention solely back to the task of driving. Peter fumed silently. Shit, he couldn't do this right now. He closed his eyes and clamped his jaw shut. He'd talk to Tater and Rufus after he got up from his nap. Anything he said right now was bound to come out ugly, and that wouldn't help any of them.


  At the house, Tater helped him with gentle hands for all his cheek was still twitching. Peter couldn't help making a few of the dying animal sounds on the way up the stairs when Rufus's foot slipped off the edge of one of the stair treads and he nearly dropped Peter's legs. The resulting jostle as he caught hold of them again sent white hot fire roaring through the entirety of Peter's right thigh, and crushed his vision under a shocking white haze of absolute agony. By the time the over bright flash of light faded back to normal Peter was in his own bed.


  It wasn't until later, after Tater and Rufus settled him, after they left the room that Peter realized his bed smelled like Hinata. Surprisingly, the ache in his groin offset the ache in his thigh enough to settle him into sleep before the pain pills had a chance to hit his system. It was the first time in his life that being aroused and unsatisfied helped him to get to sleep.


  Peter fervently hoped it was the last.


  ****


  Hinata stared at the second hand on the lovely custom Rolex his youngest sister had gifted him with when he graduated from high school. He watched the sweeping movement of the thin bit of metal intently as it marked off tiny increments of time. He felt certain time's passage must have actually slowed. He had surely been in his Statistics class for a full two lifetimes at this point. He would simply leave, but this was one of the few courses he had in which he struggled to maintain his straight A average. The one thing guaranteed to bring his mother back for an extended visit would be to let his grades slip out of the A range. Letting his grades fall to Bs or ancestors forbid, Cs, would draw her attention, and then she would quickly realize Hinata had switched some of his classes away from the strict regimen she had laid out for him.


  He shivered in his seat, sitting up straighter and turning his attention back to the dry lecture. For safety's sake, he turned on his recording device as well. He'd download the recording to his laptop later, during his break, and then listen and compare his notes to the lecture after he had dinner with Peter.


  Shivering again, but far more pleasurably this time, Hinata considered the sudden twists his life's path had taken in the past few weeks. He owned a dance studio. He'd not only found Peter again, but had managed to strike up an acquaintanceship with him and his cousins. Hinata understood being close to family, and putting the concerns of one's clan before those of one's self. He bit his lip, hard, shaking himself restively. He needed to pay attention to the words the professor was speaking, even though he'd far rather let his mind wander back to the amazing sensation of waking in Peter's bed. The bed might have been chosen for Peter, but surely, surely it was made for Hinata. The resiliency fell exactly within the parameters of what suited Hinata best, the color scheme suited him right down to the soles of his feet and the smell of Peter lingering on the bedding had soothed Hinata as nothing save his garden did. He could not sleep in his garden, however. Hinata felt certain no one, with the possible exception of Andre, understood how little he actually slept, and how those moments came in fits and starts.


  Peter might be surprised to learn how desperately Hinata longed to spend every night in his bed. Not that Hinata was ready to give that part of himself away. Peter was very fine, and Hinata would not deny he had a fierce crush on the other young man, nor even that he had harbored the crush for several years— well, at least two. He simply wanted to wait to take that step until he could say with assurance he was in love. Hinata rolled his eyes. He was as bad as any of the girls from the Posse. No, actually, he was worse than at least a few of them. Rachelle would never let anyone catch her being this sappy. Nor would Caroline ever be caught doing anything of the sort. He heaved a smallish sigh, slouched slightly in his seat, and forced his mind to focus on note-taking.


  ****


  Peter woke from his nap aching in more places than he cared to admit to, but none of those sore spots included his heart. It was the first time in months he'd been able to say that, and he simply lay for a few minutes to savor the sensation. He'd gone to sleep with most of the aching he felt centered in his groin, and if you'd asked him as he dropped off he'd have guessed he'd dream of one of the many girls he'd dated, or perhaps of Hinata.


  He dreamed of his pa. They'd been sitting on the front porch of their little log cabin back in the holler, and his father had looked younger than he'd seen him in years. The silver which had crept up his pa's temples had been entirely missing, and the lines around his eyes and mouth were the faint tracings Peter recalled from when he was very young. His pa had a pipe with cherry tobacco in it, and the pleasant scent wafted to Peter on the early evening breeze that waved up lazily now and again from the creek side. He reckoned it had been nigh on ten years since he and his pa had sat like that, not since before pa started his planning and scheming to get Peter and Ma out of the holler and into what he liked to call a better life.


  A pang of sorrow shot though Peter's center, fierce and swift as a striking cottonmouth in the swamps that lay south of the holler. He didn't rightly see how the life could be better if his pa were missing from it. Perhaps pa would have been gone whether they left the holler or not. It stood to reason that the things the doctor said were wrong with pa's heart when he passed would have come about wherever he lived. The lower stress level of life in the holler was offset by the higher physical stress of poverty, and the crushing knowledge that his family had so few resources and opportunities there.


  Peter shrugged, and then carefully dragged himself to a seated position. He wondered if he dared attempt a trip to the toilet by himself, then shook his head in a negating motion. No, he wasn't so stupid as to attempt that. Just as he began to consider throwing something at the walls to gain Rufus or Tater's attention, a knock sounded at his door, and Tater's wary face poked around the edge of the door.


  "You trade that sour attitude in for a better one whilst you was asleep?" Tater's voice brimmed with wry skepticism, and Peter had to catch himself from bristling.


  "Some. Dreamed about Pa." His voice came out a sight gruffer than he'd imagined it would, and Peter realized he'd really needed the sleep Tater had insisted on if he came out of a— he glanced at his bed side clock— four hour nap this tired. "He was telling me he didn't fall in love with Ma's looks, but with the bits and pieces inside that were what really made her who she was. Tater, it felt as real as talking to you now does. What do you reckon that means?" Peter's voice dipped a little at the end, going a touch hollow. Tater stepped fully into the room.


  "Listen you, we'll get you to the toilet, and let you take care of business, and then Rufus and I'll get you settled on the couch downstairs for a bit. I've a thought or two about that dream of your'n, but it can bide a bit." Tater closed his mouth then, and moved to the bedside. He half lifted, half carried Peter to the bathroom and helped him brace himself against the sink counter while he aimed into the toilet. Once Peter finished up, Tater moved him back to the bed with quiet efficiency and helped him into a loose pair of sweats. "Stay put there. I've gotta go get Rufus from downstairs."


  Tater disappeared back out the door of Peter's bedroom. Peter watched the door, anxious for his cousins to return. He wanted to be settled downstairs before Hinata arrived. The happy melody of the front door chimes quickly disabused him of the notion he could attempt a dignified manner with Hinata. He pushed to the edge of the bed, ready to attempt walking down by himself. Tater's voice caught him just as he stiffened his arms to push himself to standing.


  "I wouldn't advise that. Not lest you want ta stay right where you are for the next coupla weeks with an ugly nurse parked in that there chair." Tater angled his chin to indicate the rust colored armchair in the corner. "What's more, if'n you don't simmer the hell down, you won't be fit company for a flea, and I'll have to send your Butterfly packing back to that fancy condo of his."


  "What do you know about Hinata's place?" Peter's query came out a lot higher in pitch than he'd have liked, but it couldn't be helped.


  Tater cast Peter a sly look, scratching at his chin as he answered. "Well, if you're ready to behave, perhaps I'd be inclined to share that with you."


  Peter growled, gritting his teeth to bite back an angry retort. He promised himself that as soon as he was better he'd take Tater in the back yard and knock him around a good bit. He wouldn't win, but he'd feel a damn sight better for trying. Tater just stood in the doorway grinning at him until Rufus pushed past him into the room.


  "Come on Tater, we better get him downstairs fast. That pretty little Japanese boy looks like he's gonna bolt at any second." Rufus leaned over without waiting for Tater, hefting Peter into his arms like a wayward bride who might require subduing to get her over the threshold. Peter grunted as a flash of pain shot up his leg. Tater held the door open, and the three cousins hastily made their way down to the living room.


  CHAPTER 12


  Hinata made it back out onto the front stoop, but before he could get the door shut to hide his embarrassingly panicked state, Rufus reappeared on the stairs, this time with Peter in his arms. The big man checked his stride, turning from the archway into the living room and heading instead straight for Hinata. His heart thundering in his chest, Hinata backed toward the street, completely forgetting he was up on a raised porch.


  "Stop—"


  "Hinata!"


  "Butterfly watch out for—"


  All three cousins yelled out their warnings, but by the time Hinata's brain finished processing them he'd already taken another step back into thin air. He began to fall sickeningly through space, and had just enough time to slam his eyes shut in terror before his fall stopped short against a solid wall of muscled man.


  "Well now, you must be Peter's Butterfly. I'm Marcus." Hinata squeaked, actually squeaked for all the world exactly like a mouse or a frightened middle school kid. His eyes flew open to find the upside down face of a dark angel staring at him with a lopsided grin and nearly black eyes full of wicked mirth. A ragged moan from inside the front door brought both their eyes back to the house. Peter stood leaning against the doorjamb, pain radiating from every line of his body, and a very pissed off Rufus with a nasty scratch down one side of his face loomed over him looking equally torn between picking his cousin back up and kicking him the rest of the way out of the house.


  Hinata scrambled out of Marcus's arms and across the small porch in a flash to wedge himself under Peter's right arm. "Here. Lean on me, Peter. You shouldn't be trying to walk on your leg yet. Not without a brace on it."


  Rufus backed a few steps away, the irate look on his face lessening as the white lines bracketing Peter's mouth pinched tighter. Tater stood ready at the couch, a pill bottle in one hand, and glass of water in the other. "Rufus, you'd better come help him down to the couch. I don't think he can do it on his own without hurting his leg more. And I told you we outta have put that brace back on his leg before we brought him down. You can see for yourself he doesn't have a lick of sense about things like this."


  Rufus nodded, easing closer to Peter's other side. "Hinata, you just hold him steady a moment when we get to the couch. I'll get him down on it safe enough as long as he's not trying to get on his white horse and ride."


  Hinata glanced up at Peter, and then over to Rufus. Why would he be rattling on about a white horse? Peter's cousins were more than a bit odd. He shook his head, and then nodded. "I will hold him steady for you." Peter's delicious scent rose to fill Hinata's head, richer and stronger this close to the source. The tight place inside Hinata that had wound tighter all day with thoughts of his mother and how he could keep her away, keep her from being disappointed in him let go all at once. Hinata sank to his knees, grateful that he could pretend to be helping to lift Peter's legs onto the couch.


  He remained kneeling for a moment. Peter's hand slid across the nubbly surface of the couch, coming to a stop a whisper away from touching Hinata's cheek. "Thank you." Hinata's lungs opened up, allowing air to move in and out again, and the black spots dancing in his vision released their hold on him.


  "I am fine." Peter's hand moved a fraction forward, the tips of his fingers just grazing Hinata's skin. A husky chuckle sounded above him, and Hinata tilted his head back to meet Peter's blazing blue eyes.


  "I never—don't y'all need to be seeing about dinner?" Peter's hand kept touching Hinata's cheek, but his eyes turned away to glare up at his cousins, Marcus, and Andre who had entered the house at some point while Hinata concentrated on getting Peter settled on the couch. Hinata giggled. Peter's eyes turned back to him, heated once and again. Hinata found the air in his lungs suddenly burning hot. He swallowed thickly.


  In the distance Rufus answered. "I reckon we might just need to run out and pick something up. Come on fellas." And then there was a flurry of footsteps and the soft thump of the front door closing. Peter never looked away from Hinata's face.


  "You thought I was a girl."


  Peter nodded, his gaze still hot, but dipping now from Hinata's eyes to trace along the line of his nose to his lips and back again. "I surely did." Peter's voice had gone deep and growly again.


  Hinata's insides jumbled over themselves like dancers in a first year recital. "I am not a girl." The words came out each thinner than the last until the final one was nearly transparent.


  "I reckon not." Peter's face loomed closer as he set a hand on the edge of the couch and stretched his long torso sideways.


  "Does that matter?" Hinata rose up higher on his knees.


  "I reckon we're about to find out." Peter leaned a touch further, ending his words with his lips against Hinata's. Pressing forward, Hinata's head whirled with a kaleidoscope of colors from the heated blue of Peter's eyes to the dark blond of his hair to the sweet pink of his lips. Something moist and firm pressed against his lips.


  Hinata gasped. "What are you doing?"


  Peter pulled back slightly, his eyes twinkling now. "Finding out if it matters or not to me that you're another guy."


  Then he leaned back in, and suddenly his other hand was there, sliding along Hinata's jaw. "Open for me." The words were accompanied by a nip to Hinata's lower lip, and the steady pressure of Peter's thumb in the corner of Hinata's mouth. Hinata's brain clicked over. He let his jaw fall open as his eyes slipped shut. Peter's tongue stole inside, mapping out the hidden crevices of Hinata's mouth until Hinata was gasping for breath. He wrenched his mouth away, realizing three things simultaneously. He had one hand balled into a fist with a bit of Peter's thin T-shirt clutched inside it, his other hand was wrapped under and around Peter's neck while he keened into Peter's mouth, and the hand Peter had wrapped around a very private portion of Hinata's anatomy was stroking a lazy rhythm which exactly matched the ebb and flow of Hinata's noises.


  Peter hummed, a rich note of satisfaction in the noise, and then he murmured against Hinata's lips. "I reckon not."


  Hinata pulled back far enough from Peter's face to focus on his eyes. "Wha-what?"


  Peter pushed and pulled on the piece of Hinata he had such a delicious grip on twice more before he answered. "I reckon it doesn't matter to me one bit that you ain't a girl. Except it makes some things a darn site easier to figure out, as I'm right familiar with the equipment." His eyes grew impossibly hotter. Hinata whimpered, thrusting forward into the warm strength that held him. Peter released him momentarily to pull him up onto the couch, more guiding than lifting or pulling really, and arranged Hinata in a strategically placed sprawl. The lazy stroking motions resumed, and within a handful of heartbeats Hinata's vision went white and every muscle in his body coiled tight enough to spring him from his own skin. He cried out, bucking against Peter unheedingly, blinded to everything but his own pleasure.


  Peter's voice was a low purr when he spoke again, lifting his hand toward his mouth. "No, I reckon we'll do just fine together." Then Peter stuck his tongue out to lap curiously at his hand. A flicker of pleasure crossed his face, and he began lapping at his hand in earnest. After a moment he paused.


  "Do you want to try some? Though I reckon you may have done so already…" Hinata's cheeks caught fire. He ducked his head, shaking it rapidly from side to side.


  "No. No I never. I was… I read about the flower maidens, and I thought I would like to wait for—" His voice deserted him entirely.


  "Me. You waited for me?" Peter's hands slid into Hinata's hair, gripping the long strands and tilting Hinata's head until his eyes met Hinata's. His voice dropped another half octave.


  Hinata shivered. "Yes. I waited for you."


  Peter's grin was wild, wicked, and full of latent promise. He leaned down to kiss the tip of Hinata's nose, and then brushed his mouth against Hinata's as he spoke. "Well. I'll have to make sure I make it worth the wait then, won't I?" He tucked Hinata in closer to him. "Why don't you tell me about your studio… and about how you knew I studied dance."


  Hinata turned his face, drawing in a long steadying breath. "My friend Thomas owned the studio your old coach sent you to. I used to come watch you. And I even made a dance for you. For us. Perhaps, when you are better, I could teach it to you? The dance is very beautiful—"


  Peter cut him off, pressing their mouths together again even as he spoke. "Yes. Beautiful like you are beautiful. Teach me later. Kiss me now."


  Hinata melted into Peter's arms. There would be time later to tell him, and then show him the clever workings of the Shadow Dance. Here, and now, on this old couch and in Peter's arms Hinata had enough to fill his whole world.


  THE END
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  SHOW ME YOURS


  by Kaje Harper


  CHAPTER 1


  The doorbell rang as Trey was lifting a batch of cookies out of the oven. He jumped and caught at the cookie sheet with his unprotected free hand as it tipped. Ouch! Fuck! He set the tray on the stovetop, pushed the oven shut with his knee, and slammed on the cold water in the sink for his burned fingers. Damn, that hurt! He tossed the potholder on the counter and let the blessed coolness sluice over his reddened fingertips.


  The bell rang again, longer. Whoever was out there was getting impatient. Trey sighed, turned off the water, and headed for the front hallway. The tip of his thumb throbbed and he absently stuck it in his mouth as he pulled the door open. And then just about bit it off.


  Josh. On his front porch. Grinning at him with that wide, little-boy grin as if it hadn't been eight years since they'd last met. As if Trey hadn't done everything in his power to keep it that way.


  There was laughter in Josh's grey eyes. "Hey, Trey, still sucking your thumb?"


  Trey yanked his hand out of his mouth. For a moment he fought the impulse to slam the door shut– to just pretend he hadn't opened it and rewind to that last moment before the bell rang, when the worst thing that had happened today was a burned thumb. Not possible. He coughed and found his voice.


  "Josh! You?" Jesus, that was smooth. Josh's grin was fading, and Trey realized he was standing planted in his own doorway, staring at Josh like he was some kind of alien. "I mean, wow, come on in! So... what brings you to my neck of the woods?" Without warning me first. Trey stepped back, pulling the door wide, and Josh came inside, brushing past him, the grin restored.


  "You mean you don't think I came just to catch up on old times?"


  "Yeah, right, you spent good money on a plane ticket just for that." Suddenly Trey didn't care. It was Josh, here, in his house, after all these years. Trey grabbed Josh in a quick rough hug, and Josh pounded his back and finished up with a noogie, the years falling away.


  "It's not the first time I've been back in town, you know. You've just never been around. You travel too damned much, and never out my way either."


  Deliberately. Trey did have some traveling to do for his job, but the panic with which he'd lined up a trip every time Josh announced an impending visit had nothing to do with the urgency of work. And everything to do with this man whom Trey'd had a hopeless crush on for years. Who, judging by the pounding of Trey's heart and the way he could hardly breathe for the sheer presence of the man, he still had a crush on. They were twenty-five instead of seventeen, and of Trey's half dozen boyfriends in the last eight years, a couple had been really nice guys, but apparently it didn't matter. It was still Josh Campbell who could make him crazy just by walking in his front door.


  "Yeah, that's the job," he lied. "But you're here now. Come on and sit down. We'll grab a couple of beers. You can tell me what's up with you."


  "Sure." Josh sniffed the air. "Wow, what's that I smell? Don't tell me you still make those chocolate-chip orange-peel cookies?"


  "Want one?" Trey led the way toward the kitchen, wondering what weird coincidence had made him bake Josh's favorite on the day he showed up at the door.


  "One?" Josh laughed, deeper and richer than Trey remembered. "What makes you think I want just one?"


  "The fact that you're still just as skinny as you were in high-school?" Josh wasn't skinny. He had a strong lean build under his T-shirt and cutoffs. His dark hair was cut shorter than it used to be back in school, he had more hair on his arms and legs, and better muscle definition in his calves and arms. And thighs. Where Trey hadn't been looking. Really. "Sit down at the table, I'll grab the brews."


  Trey stuck his head in the fridge, pretending to choose between Corona and Dos Equis, to give himself time to cool down. He heard Josh shove a chair back and sit at the kitchen table. Trey grabbed two Dos Equis darks and turned around. Josh was sprawled at ease in the bigger chair, legs akimbo, elbows on the wooden arms, grinning at him.


  "Jesus," Josh said happily. "I'm finally here. You look great. I've missed you, all these years. I know we email and all, but I've really missed just talking to you. I'll have to buy a new laptop with a fucking web cam so we can Skype from now on. To hell with the cost."


  Trey forced a laugh. "Wow, I never thought I'd hear you say that. Aren't you the guy who still uses scotch tape for band-aids like your dad taught you to?"


  "I do not!" Josh sobered a little as Trey reached out to hand over his beer. He took the cold bottle from Trey's fingers, gave him a little salute with it, and then took a long pull with his dark eyes fixed on Trey's. "I missed you," he repeated more softly.


  Trey turned away, staring out the window. Every part of him was reacting to Josh like iron filings to a magnet. Josh's voice, Josh's eyes. It was too fucking dangerous. There was a good reason he'd tried so hard to avoid this. He leaned his hips against the counter so Josh couldn't see the happy reaction of his treacherous body. "I missed you too," Trey said lightly. "No one here is likely to repeatedly hold me down and scrub mud in my hair."


  "I only did that once." Josh's tone was mock-indignation.


  "Twice. At least."


  Josh laughed. "God. This feels like coming home. I have friends in Connecticut, but no one like you. You have to come visit me there soon. I'll show you around, introduce you to everyone."


  Including Stephanie? No, that had been college. Maybe Danielle? Or was Linda the latest? Trey couldn't keep track of Josh's girlfriends. He didn't want to. "Sure. Sometime. So what does bring you back to L.A. this time?"


  "Besides a craving for your cookies? Which you haven't offered me yet?"


  Trey's libido tried to make something suggestive out of that, but he beat it back. He grabbed a plate, put a half-dozen of the still warm cookies on it and slapped it down on the table in front of Josh. "Yeah. Besides that."


  Josh took a big bite and grinned at Trey with melted chocolate on his lip. "I need your help. It's for Aunt Julie and Uncle Ted."


  "Are they okay?" Trey didn't think he'd be grinning like that if there was a serious problem. Josh's aunt and uncle had been there for him through some difficult times, and he adored them.


  "They're fine. They opened that antique store Aunt Julie always wanted in Craneshore."


  "And...?" Trey pulled out his own chair and sat, sliding under the concealment of the table and not looking at Josh, not at his sparkling eyes, not at his chocolate-smeared mouth.


  "This weekend is their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. Uncle Ted bought them tickets for a one-week luxury cruise with all the trimmings. The shop assistant was supposed to run the place. But yesterday, not twelve hours after they sailed, the guy got in a serious car accident. He's going to be in hospital for weeks. Aunt Julie called me in a panic, begging me to go watch the place until they could arrange to get back. Uncle Ted called me ten minutes later begging me to call Aunt Julie back and offer to watch the place for the whole week, so her dream trip wouldn't have to be cut short."


  "What did you say?" As if Trey had any doubts. Josh would do anything for Aunt Julie.


  "I said yes, of course. I had vacation saved up and this isn't a busy time for us. Summer session is slow and half the profs are off for the Fourth anyway. The lab is coasting right now. I can take a week off for Aunt Julie"


  "So I still don't see where I come in." Other than living close enough for Josh to show up on his doorstep for a visit and in ten seconds wreck eight years of hard-won indifference.


  Josh leaned toward Trey and gave him the big, pleading eyes that had gotten Trey in trouble so many times. "Please, Trey, you have to help me. I can't do it by myself. There's the store, with customers and selling things that I have no clue what they even are, and it's the holiday weekend so they'll be busy. Then they have a freaking hobby farm, even bigger than the old one. They have a big vegetable garden and chickens and goats for chrissake. And a pony that has hated me for years. C'mon Trey. I need you."


  Crap. No. "I can't. I... I can't get away right now."


  "Please? Last week you told me your boss was threatening to take away your accrued vacation if you didn't take some of it. You said things were slow. It's just for a week."


  Trey cursed himself. Damn his big mouth. "Something has come up." Like my dick. "I really can't."


  Josh stared at him with hurt surprise. Trey was surprised too. When had he ever had the strength to say no to Josh when he begged for something? Not since they were about thirteen anyway. But he had to. Because Trey knew that if he spent a week with Josh now, he would tell him. He would admit to Josh Campbell that he was gay, that he'd always been gay, and that no one else had ever made him feel the way he felt looking at Josh. That would kill even their tenuous long-distance friendship dead right there. No hope in hell of getting past it with their history.


  "Look, Josh. You'll be fine. You can cope for a week, I'm sure. I have a lot to do here with work and all. I'm sorry."


  Josh looked at him, slowly drinking his beer. Trey saw his friend's eyes go dull and disappointed. "Okay, of course you're right. I'll figure something out. Maybe hire one of the locals. I just thought it would be fun, you and me. It was a dumb idea."


  "No, man, it wasn't dumb. I just... I can't right now."


  Josh gave him that familiar, crooked shrug. "Oblivious then. Assuming I could just walk into your life after eight years and expect you to drop everything for me, like we were still best friends." He sat back in his chair, picked up a cookie, and bit into it decisively. "Mm. At least these are still good," he mumbled around the crumbs. "So, I wanted to take a break between the flight and driving out there anyway. I've got some time. Tell me about your nursing home project, the one you were obsessing over. How did it go? Did you figure out how to get your peeping-Tom sensors to tell you when Grandma's shower has been too long?"


  "Hey, it's valuable stuff. If we can catch even one senior with a health crisis through our monitoring system..."


  "I know. I really am interested. It was just the image of you recording octogenarians in the bathroom." Josh kicked his ankle. "We've barely even IM'd in ages. I figured maybe you'd developed a new kink."


  "Senior citizens? Um, no." You don't want to know about my real kinks.


  They chatted casually for the next half hour, about things that hadn't made it into emails. Trey complained about the fact that the sensor manufacturers he worked with all seemed to be based in boring cities like Pittsburgh. Josh talked about how no one else in the lab seemed to clean up after their damned selves and how it was always the most expensive culture ingredients that had the shortest shelf life. They both bitched about traffic and long commutes. Trey won that one just by virtue of living in L.A., where ten miles could take an hour, if they were the wrong ten miles. He made it sound amusing, watching Josh's face.


  "I haven't forgotten," Josh said. "Remember the time the school had that field trip to the MOCA and the bus got so stuck in traffic they had to give it up? Not that any of us was devastated that we didn't get to spend the day with contemporary art."


  "I remember." Three hours stuck on the bus, slouched in the seat next to Josh, vividly aware of their bare sweaty thighs side-by-side on the sticky vinyl... all his memories seemed to be filtered though a haze of Josh. It was a fucked up kind of pain and pleasure to hear them dragged to light in this new deeper Josh-voice. He shifted restlessly.


  "Hey, want to see the upstairs floors I refinished? That was a hell of a job." No more reminiscing.


  Trey liked his place. It was just a rental, but the landlord was easygoing and after three years Trey had it pretty much fixed up, with colorful walls, the stained carpet taken up to expose wood floors that he'd finished on his own time, the heavy drapes replaced with light fabric shades. Trey skipped the bedroom. Not only didn't he want Josh standing next to his bed, but the pictures on the walls, although artistic, would leave no need to verbally come out of the closet.


  They ended up in the front entry. Now that Josh was thinking about leaving, Trey suddenly desperately wanted to prolong the visit. He said, "How about dinner? It's past four now. Do you want to stick around for an hour or two, maybe go to Grady's Bar and Grill?" Josh had loved Grady's BBQ ribs, back when he lived here. It had been a rare treat, since they'd been too young to set foot in the place. Sometimes Trey's dad had brought some home for takeout.


  Josh looked tempted but then shook his head. "I shouldn't. I haven't been to Aunt Julie's new place since they bought it. I'd really rather make the drive in the daylight."


  "Okay." It was for the best. Really it was.


  Josh looked at Trey for a minute, his eyes dark and a little sad. "So can I maybe stop by when the week's over? See you before I hop back on the plane and go home?"


  Christ. A sad Josh just hit Trey where he lived, even after all this time. Trey wanted to hug him and didn't dare. "Of course. I'd be sorry if you didn't. You know I'd like to help you out with your aunt and uncle's place. I just can't."


  "It's okay. No worries." He held out a hand.


  Trey took it slowly. He was freaking shaking hands with Josh, like they were business acquaintances. He let go of their grip and stepped back.


  "Come on out next weekend, maybe, if you want to see the store." Josh gave Trey a wry smile. "And the goats and the Josh-eating pony. You're welcome any time. It's only a couple of hours away. I'll email you directions."


  And then he was gone.


  Trey wandered back into the suddenly-empty kitchen. Damn the man. How dare Josh come walking back into his life with his grin and his energy, and the familiar smell of his skin when Trey hugged him, and the way he moved so balanced and easy... How dare he drop by for one measly hour and suddenly make the rest of Trey's life feel pointless and empty?


  Trey picked the empty plate and the beer bottles off the table and stuck them in the sink. There were still a dozen cookies on the tray.


  He'd eaten five of them, standing and staring out the kitchen window, before he realized what he was doing. Shit. He got a Tupperware and put the rest away before he could finish the lot. Unlike Josh, he had to work to keep the weight off. He was proud of his body and he wasn't going to mess that up just because...


  Exercise. Exercise would be good.


  ****


  Josh drove about three blocks from Trey's condo before he pulled over into the parking lot of a 7-Eleven. He sat there, staring blankly out of the windshield. That had gone nothing like the reunion he'd expected. And yet, why the hell was he so surprised? Sure, he and Trey had never completely lost touch. They'd kept up an email correspondence since Josh's family had left town in junior year of high school. But over time the phone calls and the IMs had dwindled. In college they'd only touched base every few days or so, and since then there had been gaps of a week or more, especially when Trey was traveling. And lately their emails had become superficial, a note about a screw-up on the job or a bitch about the weather. How the hell had he not noticed that he and Trey had descended to discussing dew points?


  Josh had somehow kept this illusion in his brain that things hadn't changed. That Trey was still his best friend, at his back, always there for him, the one guy who would never ask why if he needed help. And now he'd asked, and Trey had said no.


  Not that this was life or death. Josh's mouth might feel like dryer lint at the thought of working a sales counter, but he was a big boy. He could do it. It just felt like he was standing in an elevator and the bottom had dropped out. Like gravity had quit working right. All out of proportion to the real issue of whether Trey was available to help keep Aunt Julie's customers in line.


  Josh wanted to fix this. He needed to. He pulled out his smart phone and got into his email. It took five attempts before he was happy with the message. Not too apologetic, because after all he hadn't done a fucking thing wrong. And yet there seemed to be some apology needed for that appalled expression on Trey's face when he'd opened the door.


  Josh realized that was the part that hurt the worst. He'd been looking forward to that moment since he got on the plane. He'd practically hugged himself realizing that for once he was going to L.A. when Trey was in town. He'd pictured himself showing up on Trey's doorstep and just jumping into a brotherly hug like he hadn't had in years. And they'd done the hug. But first he'd seen Trey's brown eyes widen with shock and dismay at the sight of Josh, and it had felt like his gut was being ripped out.


  Josh wondered what he'd done wrong. Had he missed something in their years of correspondence? His stomach twisted uncomfortably. Had Trey somehow picked up on the fact that Josh was bi?


  He was well aware that Trey was kind of homophobic. Not that they didn't both have a reason, but Josh had put his prejudices behind him in college. He'd realized that the attraction he felt towards women was sometimes eclipsed by his attraction to a man. And after fighting it for two years and dating only women, he'd finally found a guy he couldn't resist. Stefan had been an amazing lover, and Josh finally had to admit that what he felt wasn't just physical availability or some kind of tepid bromance thing. He'd had a full-blown pull out all the stops affair with Stefan. Only the fact that Stef wanted different things from the relationship, and from the sex, had kept Josh from completely falling in love. And since then he'd dated a couple of guys as well as all the girls.


  He'd only told Trey about the girls though. At least as far as he could remember. He thought he'd been careful, using girl names if he did mention a guy. But maybe Trey had seen something or sensed something that made him reluctant to spend a week in the same house with Josh. It made Josh feel a little sick to think Trey might be looking at him and thinking faggot and queer.


  Maybe he was imagining things. Josh clicked on "send" before he could rewrite his email yet again.


  Traffic out of town was miraculously smooth. Josh kept an eye on the road signs, but it wasn't that difficult of a route. Two and a half hours later found him pulling into the driveway past the cursive sign for Believe in Yesterday. The store itself was in a big round barn with board sides newly-painted red and classic white trim. Behind the barn stood the farmhouse, and off to the left Josh could see fences and pasture. He parked in front of the barn door.


  As he switched off the engine and got out, a thin dark-haired woman stuck her head out the door and then came toward him. "I'm sorry, sir. We're closed today, due to unforeseen problems."


  "No, sorry, I'm not a customer. I mean, I'm Josh, Julie's nephew. I'm here to look after the place."


  "Oh, thank God, I'm glad you made good time," the woman said. "I don't mind doing Julie a favor, after all she's a good friend. But I have three kids at home and the oldest is twelve, and I dread to think what they may be getting up to while I've been here. Let me show you the keys and the alarm and give you a quick tour. Then I really have to go."


  Ten minutes later the woman pulled out of the driveway. Josh sighed, locked the store and headed to the house. The front door resisted his key just long enough to make him sweat and then finally opened. He stepped inside and collapsed into a chair.


  There were a dozen things he should do right now. He needed to bring his stuff inside. The animals no doubt needed tending. The neighbor had said Uncle Ted had posted a detailed chart in the feed shed. He should probably water the garden, given the heat of the day. Much as he didn't want to, he really should eat something too. And he had the store brochure clutched in his fingers, waiting for him to open it and read the secrets of Aunt Julie's empire. But before all of that, he couldn't help pulling out his phone, and checking his email.


  ****


  By the time Trey was done with stretching, sit-ups, pull-ups, and weights he was sweating heavily. He thought he should really go for a run too, to work off those calories, but even at five in the afternoon it was too hot outside to make the idea appealing. He opted for a shower instead.


  Trey set the water cool and just let it run over him. He didn't think about anything, didn't try for coherence, just let images of Josh run through his mind. Josh at ten, tossing back a stray soccer ball; "Hey, we just moved in next door, wanna play?" Josh at thirteen, his dark hair sweaty and tousled from rollerblading to the park, laughing at Trey as Trey ran off the pavement onto the grass slope to stop his runaway skates. "Jeeze, Trey, you suck at that. Here, let me show you again, okay?" Josh at seventeen, almost crying. "We're moving. My dad got transferred to New York. It sucks, Trey, it really sucks. All my friends are here; you and Brad and Craig, and Hannah too. We've only been dating for a month. She's not gonna wait for me to come back." And Trey, biting back the impulse to say, "I'd wait forever." Giving Josh a guy-hug and all the comfort Trey could muster.


  Slowly, inexorably, the images darkened down to the one that almost killed Trey. Josh at fifteen...


  Trey tapped his fingers on his knee, waiting for Josh to show up. This was their place, down in the ravine on this big block of old concrete from some long-forgotten project. All Josh had to say on the phone was "Trey, meet me!" and Trey knew where. But he shivered a little despite the heat, because he'd never heard that tone in Josh's voice before. Not when he'd taken a week getting the nerve to ask Meghan for a date and she'd laughed at him. Not when his mother skipped their Little League championship game to take Josh's brother Felix on a play-date. Not even when Josh's dad had refused to let him go on the seventh grade class camping trip because it cost too much.


  If this was worse, Trey wasn't sure he wanted to hear it. It was getting harder and harder to keep his distance from Josh. At night, he sometimes dreamed about Josh having a crisis and coming to his arms for comfort. Time after time he held dream-Josh as he cried for his dead mother or cradled a broken arm or sobbed out the hurt of being beat by some hulking senior. In his dreams, Josh would soften in his hold. He would gradually turn and look at Trey, those gorgeous grey eyes awash with tears, and then Trey would bend slowly and kiss him. But the real sound of tears in Josh's voice had been like ice-water on those dreams. Josh dated girls. Josh was straight. Josh in pain wasn't going to be some kind of fantasy.


  There was a rustling in the brush on the lip of the ravine, and then Josh appeared. He scrambled down the sandy slope obliviously, not even pausing when the hem of his shirt snagged on a bramble. He reached the slab and hoisted himself up near Trey. They stared at each other.


  Josh was breathing hard, his chest heaving. His T-shirt clung to him, damp with sweat. Trey forced his eyes up to Josh's face. That wasn't much better. Josh's mouth was half-open as he panted, his eyes glazed and dark. Trey clenched his fists against his thighs and waited.


  Eventually Josh closed his mouth and swallowed hard. He moved next to Trey, sitting close with his knees drawn up and his arms wrapped around them. Josh stared out at the dry weeds, at the shaggy bark of the summer holly on the slopes, the wash of pale blue sky. Sitting so close, Trey could feel fine shudders passing through Josh, and hear him breathe. Trey leaned just enough to bump their shoulders.


  Josh said, "You know I told you my folks were weird yesterday? Gone all day with Felix, and they actually had Mrs. Grinnel come stay with me for the evening like I was a kid who needed a babysitter?"


  "Yeah." Trey thought Josh's parents were weird a lot, actually. One minute they would ignore Josh like he didn't mean anything, the next they would come down on him for some small flaw as if he was responsible for the status of the whole family.


  "Well, I heard..." Josh stopped, pulling breath through clenched teeth. Trey waited, because whatever was coming he was in no hurry to know about.


  "Mom was on the phone to a lawyer. She said, oh Jesus, Trey, she was asking what would happen to Coach Lindgrom for getting caught... caught..." Josh stopped and buried his face in his knees. Through his sobs, Trey made out the words, "He raped Felix."


  "He what??" Trey grabbed Josh's shoulders and forced him up away from his knees, bending to fix his gaze on Josh's eyes. "Coach did what?"


  Josh stared back at him. He was really crying. "How could someone do that to a kid? Felix is ten! Jesus, Trey, he's just ten. And that guy hurt him, hurt my little brother. Fucking fag hurt my brother, and it's never going to be okay. I hate him. I hate that damned faggot!"


  "Are you sure?" Trey realized he was shaking Josh hard. He snatched his hands away, rubbing his palms together, as if to scrub off the touch. "Maybe you heard wrong. Maybe there's been a mistake. Coach wouldn't do that, you know he wouldn't." He shook his head, trying to breathe over the pounding of his heart. Not Coach, with his strong body and his firm voice and his big hands, that Trey had looked at over and over their own last summer... "We had Lindgrom for years ourselves, every summer. He didn't... you know he wouldn't..."


  Josh glared at him. "I'm not wrong! I heard Mom! She said it was going on for months. She told the lawyer Felix was, was abused for months and then that bastard, they caught him. She said Felix was bleeding, was in hospital... Oh, God, Trey!" Josh fell toward him and Trey caught him in a rough embrace. As Josh's tears soaked into Trey's T-shirt he rocked them together, rubbing Josh's shoulders with one hand. Josh whispered, "I hate that cock-sucking faggot son-of-a-bitch." And Trey, already knowing what his own body wanted, said over and over, "Me too. I hate that faggot too." Holy Christ, how true that had been.


  The memory did its work, taking the heat out of those thoughts of Josh, leaving Trey sick and cold. Felix had recovered from his months of escalating abuse at the hands of a baseball coach, although even when the Campbells left town two years later he'd been quiet and withdrawn and not the ebullient little boy Trey remembered. And for those two years Trey had never, ever done anything to let Josh know he was one of them. One of the faggots who robbed Felix of his childhood, and left Josh mired in hate.


  Trey sighed. It had taken him long enough to get over hating himself for being gay. He hadn't dated in high-school. He couldn't be straight, he wouldn't be gay. Josh thought Trey was a romantic, mooning around waiting for the right girl. He kept trying to fix Trey up and Trey kept dodging. The one double date Josh blackmailed him into was an odd form of torture, watching Josh and his girl-du-jour necking in the backseat of the car while Trey used the fact he was driving as an excuse to barely look at his own date. Come to think of it, the one thing Trey had refused to give Josh in high-school was any repeat of that little disaster.


  It had taken the wider world of college, and a man with gentle hands and a patient nature, to persuade Trey that being gay and being a pedophile had nothing to do with one another. Charlie had told Trey those were lies, perpetrated by bigots who feared what they didn't understand. Told him that again and again, with soft touches and simple kisses, until Trey began to believe it. Charlie had opened Trey's eyes, and eventually his body, but even Charlie never touched his heart.


  Trey had almost convinced himself he was just looking for the right guy. He'd had fun with guys. He liked sex. And twice since then he'd dated an attractive man more than a couple of times, and almost convinced himself it could work. But somewhere deep inside Trey knew better. He wasn't waiting for the right man. He'd already found him. It was some kind of cruel cosmic joke that Josh was Felix's brother, straight, homophobic, and the one man Trey could never have.


  Trey realized he was shivering and turned the water hot. It ran near-scalding over his scalp and stung on his burned fingertips. He sighed, cranked it off, and stepped out. The evening stretched before him. He'd planned to get online, IM with a few friends, check out an online serial for a new episode. And email Josh. Shit.


  He dried off, pulled on a pair of silk boxers, and wandered down to the kitchen. He didn't want another beer, but he got out a glass of grapefruit juice and put some tonic water in it. The lovely sour astringence was wonderful. He sipped for a bit, wondering if he should think about dinner. But food had no appeal.


  Eventually Trey refilled his glass, took it upstairs, and stretched out on his bed with the laptop. As he got online, his email pinged with new messages. Most of them were spam or work-related. But there was one from Josh. He clicked it open.


  Hey Trey, so sorry about showing up unannounced like that. I didn't think you'd mind. We used to practically live in each other's pockets. I should have called first.


  Anyway, if you do want to swing by on the weekend, here's the place. (He'd attached a little Google map.) Come by anytime. Otherwise I guess I'll see you on the way home. I'll call and check before I drop in this time.


  Don't worry– the pony and I have an arrangement. I don't touch him and he doesn't kick the shit out of me. It works. And how hard can selling knickknacks be, right? I assume they'll all have prices on them. If people want to bargain I'll just tell them no. There must be some teenager around who wants to earn a few bucks helping with the farm. I can do this.


  Have a good week,


  Josh


  Damn. Damn, fuck, shit, damn. Josh hated selling stuff. It was almost a phobia for him. When they used to have to sell chocolate bars for the baseball team in middle school, Josh would trade Trey just about anything if he would take on Josh's allotment as well as his own. Tending a store was the last thing Josh would want to do, given a choice. But he loved his aunt and uncle. After his parents found out about Felix, Josh had lived on the old hobby farm for a couple of months, while his parents concentrated on his brother. His Aunt Julie had realized how hard Josh was taking it and she'd really been there for him. He would never say no to her about anything.


  It was the holiday week coming up; Fourth of July. How likely was Josh to find help? His email smacked of false optimism. But what really stung was that Josh thought Trey had minded him showing up at his door. Well, he had, but not the way Josh thought, not like they weren't friends any more. Trey suddenly couldn't stand the thought that Josh was apologizing for coming to see him. He looked at the time on the message. 4:10. Josh must have sat in the rental car outside the townhouse and drafted that before even driving away. Or worse yet, pulled over out of sight down the road to say he was sorry.


  Before Trey could rethink it, he began typing.


  Josh, you dummy, of course I didn't mind. I was surprised, but in a good way. I've missed your ugly face around here. Anyhow, I rethought my work schedule and managed to clear my plate for the week. I should be out there in the morning. I assume you'll be the one sleeping on the couch, right? I'll help sell crap, but you're on your own with the vicious pony.


  -Trey


  He hit send, without even rereading it. And sat staring at the screen. What had he just done?


  After a few minutes his email pinged.


  Trey, You know you don't have to, right? I'll probably hug you to death if you do, but you don't have to. J


  He sent back,


  J, keep your hands to yourself and we'll be fine. See you in the morning. T


  And then Trey felt a little sick and wanted to call it back. Not just because he'd promised to spend the week with Josh, but for the little crack about his hands. Trey didn't want Josh to touch him, that was for sure, for fear of pretty much going up in flames. But that line made it sound homophobic. And they'd been getting better about that. For a while, they'd made a thing of not touching beyond a manly slap on the back. When Josh's tears had dried, on that hot concrete slab under the bright sky, he'd pulled out of Trey's hold. And Trey had let him go. They'd talked, and cursed, and gone round in homophobic circles for hours, and after that for months they'd rejected anything that could even remotely be considered gay. But even before Josh left town back in high school, that had eased just a little, like they'd both agreed silently never to bring up the topic again. Trey wondered what the hell had prompted him to make a comment like that now. If it would have been hard to confess his orientation to Josh before, Trey figured he'd just made it pretty much impossible.


  And he was obsessing again. Trey sighed and logged out without even checking his other email. He called his boss at home and told him he needed the week off, starting Monday. Trey's boss was surprised, but with the Fourth on the Wednesday, the week was pretty much shot for doing business anyway. He said the timing was good and told Trey to go the hell away and get rested up for a change. He wished Trey a fun vacation. Oh yeah, lots of fun. Trey hauled himself out of bed and pulled on some khaki shorts.


  It was kind of hard to pack. On the one hand there was the farm, which meant old jeans and T-shirts. And they'd get dirty, which meant he needed a bunch of them. On the other there was the store, and it would be good to have some nicer clothes to work in. The map had shown the town to be right on the coast, and Trey figured he should pack swim trunks. He spent an unconscionable amount of time hovering between board shorts and his Speedo, thinking about the beach and Josh, before packing both.


  And then there were his good clothes. Not suits or club clothes, obviously; he wasn't crazy. But there were a couple of things in Trey's closet he only now realized he'd bought because he wanted to imagine Josh seeing him in them. It felt incredibly stupid but nonetheless Trey packed the blue silk shirt that brought out his eyes and the expensive jeans that hugged his ass perfectly. He might never wear them on this trip. Probably wouldn't. Still, he'd have them. He ended up with three suitcases, for a one-week trip.


  Trey hauled the cases downstairs, outside, and loaded them into the trunk of the car. He checked the oil and washer fluid. Back inside, he took a look around the condo. The kitchen was pretty clean but he scrubbed the sink and ran the disposal. He gave all the plants a good soaking and covered the pots with plastic to keep them moist. He pulled the milk and perishables out of the fridge and took the trash out. Then he realized it would have been smart to wait with those things until after breakfast. Or even after dinner. Trey stood in the carport next to the trash can and leaned his forehead against the post. He was too queasy to eat dinner anyway. Jesus, I'm a mess.


  He got into bed and found himself wishing he could call Charlie. It had been years since they'd been that close, but Trey suddenly needed that deep slow voice telling him that he was fine and normal and beautiful. He pulled out his phone, and scrolled up his contacts list, and then stopped. Charlie was off in France for the summer, on some kind of book tour. It was some ungodly hour over there. Trey's insecurities weren't Charlie's problem anymore. He checked his email, actually thought about calling his goddamn mother, before he decided her being innocently thrilled that he'd have time with Josh wouldn't help. He stuck the phone in the charger and turned out the light. It was a long, sleepless night.


  The next morning Trey didn't bother to brew coffee, since he'd already ditched the milk. He just threw his laptop bag into the passenger seat and pulled out. The roads were quiet, well quiet for L.A. anyway, at five thirty a.m. on a Sunday morning, because only obsessed fools were on the road at that hour. Although apparently there were more obsessed fools than you'd think. Trey hit the brakes fast to avoid rear-ending one of them, and decided he needed to be more alert than he was. He pulled through a Starbucks for a Venti fix of caffeine and dairy, before heading out of town.


  CHAPTER 2


  Josh winced as yet another car pulled up in the parking area in front of the round barn. The sign on Aunt Julie's door said the store opened at ten a.m. on Sundays. And yet there had already been half a dozen people who had showed up, knocking on the door and peering in the windows, and then stomping off to their shiny SUVs as if it was an insult for him not to have opened up by eight in the morning just for them.


  This car was smaller and more battered than the last few behemoths. Josh took another look and saw that it was Trey unfolding himself from behind the wheel. For a moment he froze, just watching Trey move, watching him stretch in the sunshine and look around. Dammit, he looks good. And that was a very dangerous thought to be having. Josh hurried out, looking anxiously down the driveway for the next Hulk-mobile as he did so.


  "Trey. You're here!" At the last minute Josh turned a hug into a pat on the shoulder. That last comment of Trey's about keeping his hands to himself had really stung, but Josh was happy to have his friend there even if it meant keeping a rigid distance. "Come on. Get your ass in here before someone arrives and sees the door open."


  "What?" Trey reached in the car for a computer bag and then let Josh herd him inside. Josh locked the door gratefully behind them.


  "Hey, this is pretty cool." Trey turned in a circle, looking around the space.


  Josh had to admit it was impressive. The hayloft floor, if there had ever been one, had been removed so the whole barn was open overhead to the full height of the cone-shaped roof, pierced with new skylights. That airy open feel was different from other dark little antique stores he'd been dragged through by Aunt Julie, back in the day. Staying with her as a kid had always included going to garage sales and at least one Saturday trip through some Ye Olde Stuff place, long before she opened her own. Hers was a definite step up.


  "Aunt Julie told me when she found the place it was just a big empty barn but she had a 'vision' and made Uncle Ted agree to put in a bid the next day."


  At floor level, enough of the old wooden aisles and stalls had been left in place to create rooms and nooks, which were now lined with shelves. The array of items on display ran from trays of old jewelry, locked under glass near the register, to old horse collars, stained glass windows, faded vintage draperies and shelves of tin soldiers. Josh grinned. "Uncle Ted says her vision has dragged them all over the state for the last two years stocking this place."


  "She found some cool things." Trey went to the nearest alcove and ran a hand over an old horsehide-covered rocking horse. "I'd have loved this as a kid, although..." He checked the price tag. "whoo, boy, yeah, not at that price. I guess it's more for decoration."


  He turned in another slow circle. Josh couldn't help smiling at the stunned look on Trey's face as he stared at the glorious array of stuff. Children's toys in wood and tin lay next to old mixing bowls. Glass inkwells shared shelf-space with miniature collectible spoons. Furniture of every description and condition filled the corners and old rugs and paintings hung on every free wall. It was a fascinating, mind-boggling jumble.


  Eventually Trey looked back at Josh, frowning slightly. "Do you have some kind of key for where things are?"


  "Not a clue," Josh admitted. "If a map exists somewhere other than Aunt Julie's head I haven't found it yet."


  "I guess she thought her assistant would be around. Maybe we could go talk to him?"


  Josh shook his head. "The guy had a bad concussion. No visitors, at least until Tuesday. I checked." Last night, seeing all this stuff, he'd just about had a panic attack and had called the hospital in desperation. No luck though. "I'm damned glad you're here," he admitted.


  Trey gave him an odd sideways look, but said, "I'm beginning to think this place is not to be missed. And I haven't even seen the goats yet."


  Josh laughed. "They're actually mini goats. They're pretty cute for being livestock. It's the pony that will get you if you don't watch out. He's nasty. But they're all fed and watered for the morning." At least Uncle Ted's instructions had been clear enough.


  Trey nodded. "So what do you need from me right now?"


  Josh looked at him. The skylights let the morning sun stream down. Trey was standing in a puddle of mellow light, his dark hair highlighted with red streaks, every muscle under the tight T-shirt picked out in brightness and shadows. What do I need? For Trey to really see him, to accept all of Josh, the straight and the gay, and be that friend he'd missed for so long. For Trey to finally move on from the kids they'd been to a different adult relationship. Josh shied away from thinking about what that relationship should look like. "Maybe you could see if you can figure out the register before we have to open up? You're better than me with computers. I'll walk around and see if there's any actual organization to the place."


  "Sounds good." Trey jumped as there was a series of loud thumps on the front door. "Fuck, who's that?"


  "It seems as if antique hunters either can't read or assume the posted hours don't apply to someone who can knock loudly enough. Just ignore them. Being open from ten to five will be more than long enough."


  Trey took another wide-eyed look around him. "Oh, yeah."


  By ten a.m. they had each wandered the store enough to know they would need about a month to become familiar with the stock. "I give up," Josh sighed. "We'll just let people browse and they get whatever they find."


  "What if they want to bargain for prices? What if the price stickers have fallen off? Do we just wing it?"


  Josh stared at Trey. "Are you trying to make me crazy?"


  Trey gave him that familiar wry grin, the one that had been getting Josh in and out of trouble since they were both ten. "Only a little. Look, you walk around, help people search and keep an eye on the stuff. I'll take the register and do the actual selling."


  "You're a prince."


  "I know." Trey looked so good, smiling at Josh like he was enjoying having the upper hand for once. It had been like that when they were kids too. Mostly Josh was the one with the ideas and the ability to pull them off, but once in a while he'd hit one of his blocks. Then Trey would give him just that exact look as he took over. For a moment Josh was so homesick his breath caught and his vision blurred.


  "I'll open the door." He turned away, walking slowly toward the door to give himself a moment. What the hell was that? He hadn't been homesick like that since the first month his family had left L.A.. That had been bad. He'd spent a lot of nights curled up on his bed, eyes watering, missing his friends and his life and Trey most of all. But it was years since he'd been that seventeen-year-old kid, and anyway Trey was right here. That was almost like some kind of flashback. Stupid brain.


  Once the door was open, he didn't have any more time to think about it. Either Aunt Julie was a whiz at marketing or the big round barn looked really enticing from the main road, or both. There was a steady stream of customers. Josh walked around keeping an eye on things. He found he didn't mind helping people look for a coveted item. It was almost like a treasure hunt to wander through the rooms full of displays, trying to locate the case that had the World War I memorabilia, or the tin I-Love-Lucy lunchboxes.


  Around two, he realized that his feet were starting to hurt and his stomach was unhappy about working through the day on nothing more than yesterday's lunch. He headed for the front counter, intending to give Trey a break if the man would go and find takeout in town. But as he got close he heard Trey saying in a frazzled tone, "I'm sorry, ma'am. That rim was already chipped when the item was priced. I can't knock the price down more for you."


  Josh winced. He stepped up behind Trey and said quietly, "I'm going to go hunt down some food." Guilt made him ask, "Are you okay on your own for a bit?" Say yes.


  Trey ran a hand over his head and sighed, but nodded. "Just find me coffee, okay? A fu... freaking gallon of it."


  "Any particular type of food?"


  "Something I can eat and not drip bits of all over the merchandise?"


  "Sure."


  It was a relief to get out of the busy building and into the sunshine. Josh crossed the yard toward the house where his car was parked and then reconsidered. Driving into town to get food would mean leaving Trey alone with the store for at least thirty minutes. Not that Trey couldn't handle it, but it didn't seem fair. Josh unlocked the house and went into the kitchen.


  Aunt Julie had left the fridge pretty empty. Josh found some ham in an unopened package, a jar of mustard and some bread in the freezer. He started the coffee maker and began toasting the bread. The coffee hissed quietly in the sunny kitchen. Josh had a sudden memory of Aunt Julie showing him how to run the thing. Your uncle likes it pretty strong, so I add an extra scoop. This new kitchen was nothing like the old one on the farm of his childhood, but he could almost feel her presence. Yes, you and your friend can have some. Put plenty of milk in it though. You'll like it better that way. And him teasing Trey for years afterward about liking lait-au-cafe instead of the other way around.


  He dug through the shelves, found a couple of travel mugs, and filled them. He wondered if Trey still liked a ton of milk in his. If he did, the man was out of luck since milk was one of the perishables that had been cleaned out of the fridge. A quick search didn't find any adequate substitute. Trey would have to lump it.


  Josh crossed the yard carefully, two cups and two paper-towel wrapped sandwiches in hand. As he neared the door a woman came out and headed toward him. "It's just great!" she said enthusiastically. "The biggest selection I've ever seen. You'll love it."


  Realizing she'd taken him for a fellow customer, Josh just smiled.


  "I'm going to tell all my friends. Maybe we'll make a trip back up next weekend."


  "Great," Josh muttered, halfway between pleasure and sarcasm. It was nice if Aunt Julie's business was doing well, but according to the cruise schedule, he and Trey would still be filling in next weekend. If Trey could stay. He realized he'd never asked Trey how long he could stick around.


  He stepped back inside and made his way to Trey's elbow. "Here. Coffee."


  Trey took the cup, downed a big gulp and then glared at him. "It's been so long that you forgot I take milk in it?"


  Josh grinned. "Not forgot. There is none. We need to make a shopping trip. That is, if you're staying more than a day or two." He wouldn't admit that he was holding his breath, waiting for the answer.


  "Of course. I told you I took vacation time. I have to head back next Sunday."


  The sigh of relief Josh let out was maybe a little too loud. Trey frowned at him. "Hey, we may not be best buds any more, but I wouldn't leave you in the lurch with this." He gestured around the store with the lidded cup and then took another sip. "Damn, that'll put hair on my chest." A sudden dark expression flitted across his face, but he added, "I guess caffeine is caffeine," and turned to help a customer.


  Josh put Trey's sandwich on the glass countertop well out of elbow range and retreated to a corner to eat his own. His emotions were in an unfamiliar turmoil. Trey was staying. That was the main thing. But man, that line about "not best buds any more" hurt more than he'd expected. Why was Trey pretty obviously pushing him away? The easy familiarity they'd had was missing, and without it Josh wondered if he was reading too much into every word and expression of Trey's. That crack about hair on his chest. Was there some kind of message about masculinity there? He watched Trey bantering cheerfully with a woman who was trying to decide about a ring in the glass case. Trey smiled and bent his head next to her blond one. Were they flirting? She was pretty enough, in a cheap kind of way.


  Josh gritted his teeth. It wasn't as though Josh himself hadn't dated plenty of blond bimbo types in his day. He should just shut down the bi half of his nature and play straight like Trey for a week. Admire the pretty girls. He could make some kind of joking comment about the woman later, about the way she brushed her tits not too subtly against Trey's arm.


  Trey was looking good, pretty damned fit. That arm of his had plenty of muscle. In fact Trey had grown up to be fucking hot, and even better-looking than at seventeen. No wonder that bitch in heat wanted to rub up against him and...


  Josh choked on the last bite of his sandwich and turned away. No, no, no, no. He was absolutely not going to start noticing Trey that way. He never had before and damned if he would start now. A little voice inside him reminded Josh that the last time he saw Trey, Josh didn't know he was bi. He wasn't noticing any boys that way. Now he was free to notice.


  He squashed that voice with the fact that he of all people knew why Trey would never welcome any kind of sexual advance from a guy. What happened to Felix had been awful for Josh, but for some reason it had completely devastated Trey. He remembered the day they found out about it. Josh had cried himself out, but it had been Trey who had been sheet white, Trey who, when Josh finally manned up enough to stop sobbing on his shoulder, had walked to the edge of the old slab and puked his guts up. Trey had become stiff and cold for months, rejecting anything even marginally gay with fierce finality. He'd been a different person from then on. Josh had wondered, in his darker moments, if Felix wasn't the first boy Coach had put his hands on. But he'd never dared ask Trey about it.


  Josh's eyes involuntarily tracked to the glass front of a nearby china cabinet. He could see Trey in the wavery reflection, laughing with the woman as he rung up her purchases. The blonde was working it, tossing her hair, laying a hand on Trey's arm. She had all the moves.


  It took a moment for Josh to realize Trey was calling to him.


  "Yeah? What do you need?"


  "This gorgeous lady," Trey tipped his head toward the blonde, "has just about bought out the store and she needs help carrying things out to her car. Do you want to do that, or take over the register and let me be the pack mule for her?"


  Oh no, she doesn't get Trey hanging around her. "I'll do it," he said hastily. "Even if you do look more like a mule."


  It turned out the woman was an equal opportunity flirt. She took her time pointing out her purchases to Josh, taking his elbow to guide him over to the little desk and the rocking chair. Getting things loaded into her SUV seemed to involve a lot of random body contact. On another day, Josh might have been flattered, even interested. She was all the things he used to go for; long gold hair, pert nose, great smile, big tits and anything but shy. Today Josh just wanted her out of there.


  Finally her purchases were all fitted in. She tossed her hair out of her eyes and grinned at him. "Thanks. I'd never have managed loading all that on my own. This is a great place and I spent way too much, most of it on things I can hardly lift." She gave a little laugh.


  "Do you have someone at home to help you unload?" Not that Josh cared.


  "I'll find someone. Or I could hang around until you get off work. You could come help me out and I could buy you dinner to repay you. Or something." She ran a hand down his arm.


  Josh stepped away. "You've already paid us for the stuff. No other payment's necessary."


  She pouted prettily and then shrugged. "Hey, what about the other guy? Is he single? Maybe he'd like to help me out."


  "He's not single," Josh snapped before he could stop himself.


  The woman's eyes widened. "Oh! I'm sorry, I didn't realize you two were together. I should have guessed. The really cute ones are always gay. Well, good luck with the store. You two have a great place here." She got into the SUV and pulled out, leaving Josh standing there with his mouth open.


  For a moment he had the impulse to run after her and make sure she knew Trey wasn't gay. But he was pinned in place by the incredible rush of wanting that came over him. God, he wished it were true. He wished that he and Trey were together and running a business and having a life together. Teasing and laughing and talking about stuff like they used to. A life that would also include sex, because he could no longer deny that one look at the hot man his best friend had become had just flat-out done it for him. Josh turned, took five steps toward the side of the barn, and softly, repeatedly, banged his head against the newly-painted boards.


  A small hand tugged on his pant leg and he looked down at the worried face of a little girl. Her mother behind her had paused, arms full of vintage clothes. The girl said, "Are you okay?"


  From somewhere Josh dredged up a smile. "Sure, honey. I did something stupid, you know, but I'm fine."


  She smiled. "Oh good." The kid skipped off towards her mom's car with the woman hurrying behind.


  Josh stared after her bemusedly. That had to be one of the biggest damned lies of his life. He wasn't fine. He was totally, completely and absolutely fucked.


  ****


  Trey finally rang up the last sale of the day and escorted the woman to the door with her purchases. If she'd changed her mind one more time, he might have had to strangle her or fake an epileptic fit or something. Josh stood there waiting to let them out. They'd already been closed for twenty minutes but short of picking her up and carrying her, there'd been no way to get the woman out until she'd made up her mind between the cow milk pitcher and the rabbit.


  Josh gave the woman an insincere smile, held the door for all of them and then set the alarm, shut, and relocked it behind them. The woman walked across the gravel and got in her car. As she pulled out of the lot, Trey and Josh both heaved a deep sigh at the same moment. Trey laughed.


  "Yeah, I feel like I ran a marathon and I was just standing at the counter."


  Josh muttered, "My feet are killing me. And here I thought I was in good shape."


  Trey barely managed to hold back a quip about the shape Josh was in. Damn. He was going to have to be so careful. That was one of the reasons he'd let his conversations with Josh move to email and IM. In writing you could always do a quick check before you hit send. Face to face was going to be like walking in a minefield. He could only hope that Josh was still as oblivious to gay innuendo as he had been as a teen. There had been a dozen times when they were young that Trey thought he'd inadvertently outed himself to Josh, but each time Josh hadn't caught the reference. Hopefully his luck would continue to hold.


  "I want a shower, beer, and food," Trey said. "Not necessarily in that order."


  "I think we have beer and I know there's a shower. Food may be a problem. That grocery run might have to be tonight."


  "After the shower. But yeah, I want milk for my morning coffee."


  Josh had been heading for the house but he stopped so abruptly that Trey ran into him.


  "What?"


  "The livestock. We have to do chores. Before the shower."


  "You have to do chores," Trey teased him. "I'm a guest and I'm wearing my good jeans. I don't muck out."


  He expected an equally rude comeback from Josh, but his friend just nodded. "Okay. Save me some hot water."


  Trey caught Josh's arm as he turned away. "Wait. That was a joke. Of course I'll help."


  "Really?" Josh's smile was tired but sweet. He looked at Trey with gratitude in his eyes, and his arm was warm and solid under Trey's hand.


  Trey let go immediately. "Yeah. Sure. Just tell me what to do."


  "There's not too much, luckily." Josh turned for the barn. "Uncle Ted wrote it up. The pony and the goats need some hay tossed out, but they're in pastures so there's no actual mucking. The cats get kibble, the chickens get grain. He said we can just leave the eggs if we don't want to bother, but we might as well gather them. The rabbits get fed and fresh shavings every couple of days."


  "Rabbits?"


  "And the camel..."


  Trey stopped short. "Tell me you're kidding."


  Josh smiled. "I'm kidding. No camel. There's an alpaca though. It's in with the pony. Uncle Ted claims the pony is calmer since he got a buddy, but I'm not pushing my luck." Josh paused and glanced toward the house. "You really want to get changed first?"


  "Are you going to?"


  "Nah, not worth it. The store was dusty enough, these are going in the wash anyway."


  Trey looked ruefully at his favorite jeans but said, "Mine too."


  Chores were actually a kind of pleasure. The three barn cats came hurrying over as they approached, demanding their due. They stropped themselves around Trey's ankles, giving little questioning burbles and the occasional loud meow. Josh measured out kibble while Trey stroked ears and scratched backs. Of course as soon as food was down, they abandoned him for the real attraction. Dumped again. But he smiled, watching them dig into the kibble with single-minded attention.


  Josh said, "Quit flirting with the cats and help me feed." The bigger animals also came hurrying over when they approached with scoops and flakes of hay. Trey pulled the flakes apart for easier eating, feeling the scratch of the stalks on his hands, smelling that sweet dried-grass scent. That smell always took him back to another hobby farm, that old place of Aunt Julie's, home for a couple of months each summer to a younger Josh, and for those months the center of Trey's world.


  This was almost the same. Him and Josh in a barn, tending to a new motley crew of creatures, this time laughing at the antics of mini-goats and the snooty arrogance of the alpaca. There was the familiar crunch of teeth on grain, the clucking of the hens, and the sun barely touching the tops of the trees across the pasture. Warm summer air and the occasional buzz of an insect, and Josh almost giggling as one little goat jumped clear over another. For a moment Trey felt an almost dizzy déjà vu, remembering standing back watching a fifteen-year-old Josh laugh at a curious calf. He'd been so glad his friend was healing and laughing again, and yet so unable to control the way a smile on that boy's face made him feel. And damn it all to hell, I still can't.


  But he was an adult now, and even if he felt it, he didn't have to show it. "Hey, who braves the hens to get those eggs?"


  In the end, they both cradled eggs in their scratched fingers as they strolled back toward the house. Trey asked, "Why does your aunt always have the most aggressive chickens known to man? I remember when we were kids they were just as bad, but these can't possibly be the same chickens."


  Josh shrugged. "I don't know, what's the lifespan of a chicken?"


  For some reason that made Trey snicker. "About two minutes, from coop to stew-pot, if I had my way."


  "Aunt Julie would disown you."


  They put the eggs in the fridge, and Trey headed to his car for his bags while Josh grabbed the first shower. Trey lingered, taking a couple of trips to transfer his things to the house and then going back into the store for his forgotten computer bag, staying away from any risk of encountering a wet Josh. By the time he had everything inside the front door, Josh was safely out of the shower and dressed.


  Trey grabbed a T-shirt and shorts and headed into the bathroom. He locked the door, stripped off his clothes, and peered at himself in the already foggy mirror. In that dream world where Josh turned gay overnight, would he like what he saw? Enough guys had. Trey was lean and muscled; he put in the gym time to stay that way. His chest was waxed, because he'd come to enjoy the way that looked, and the way guys touched him there. Hopefully Josh wouldn't remember the stupid crack about the coffee and hair on my chest. Hopefully he'll think I'm naturally bare, or maybe metrosexual. Trey ran a hand across his smooth chest and then up over his head. His dark hair was maybe a touch longer than usual, certainly longer than Josh's, but some guys liked that. He was a little taller than Josh, a little bigger now. And a hell of a lot gayer. Trey turned away abruptly and cranked on the water.


  They headed to town in the rental car, with the windows down and the radio cranked. The station was some kind of stupid top-forty, and Trey was appalled at how many of the songs he actually knew, and how willing he apparently was to belt them out once Josh got them started. The years rolled back. It was him and Josh and a car and a road and nothing vital to do before morning. The center of town was a fifteen-minute ride. It wasn't even seven when they arrived, but they found to their dismay that all the stores were closed.


  "Damn." Josh pulled over in the supermarket parking lot and rested his wrists on the wheel. "Small town Sunday night. I wasn't thinking. One of us should have come down here sooner."


  "I guess we could drive to the nearest big box store. I'm sure there's a twenty-four hour supermarket in Lompoc."


  "That's another twenty minutes." Josh sounded as reluctant as Trey felt.


  Trey glanced around. "Hey, isn't that a diner? There's cars parked out front. I'd be happy to just get dinner. We have eggs and bread for breakfast. We can shop tomorrow."


  "Good thought." Josh pulled through the lot and down the street to the diner.


  The door was open and they headed inside. The place was brightly lit and clean, with half a dozen tables occupied. Trey looked at the red vinyl booths, the hanging lights, the grey linoleum floor. "Hey, Josh, it's just like Curly Joe's back home."


  "Not too far off."


  The waitress paused to glance at them and waved casually. "Sit anywhere. I'll be with you in a minute."


  Without discussion they automatically headed for the last booth in the back. They'd barely slid into the benches, the vinyl sticky against the back of Trey's knees, when the waitress appeared with menus. "We're out of the fish," she said, "But it wasn't the greatest anyway. Can I get you guys some cokes or some coffee to start with?"


  Josh said, "Coke."


  Trey almost seconded it out of habit and then hesitated. "Do you have cream for the coffee?"


  "Sure. Milk, cream, non-fat creamer."


  "Coffee, with lots of real cream." As the waitress headed off Trey leaned back in the booth and looked at Josh. Just like the old days. He could do this. Think back to being seventeen. No, better not. Think fourteen. "So," he said easily, "Tell me what else is new with you."


  CHAPTER 3


  Josh woke in the early hours of Tuesday gasping for breath. The sheets were glued to his body with a slick of fear-sweat, his heart was pounding and his muscles twitched in inhibited fight-or-flight. Damn, that was fucked up.


  He shoved the covers down and lay there, trying to will himself to calm. The worst part was he was still half-hard, his body caught between dream and nightmare, and each was as messed up as the other. He took deliberate steadying breaths, trying to remember what that therapist had said back in college. He'd had nightmares then, repeatedly, until he'd gone looking for help. They'd faded after a while. But this had been back to full blown panic.


  There was a sound from his doorway and he sat bolt upright. Trey stood there, half-hidden by the door frame, peering in. "Are you okay? You... yelled."


  Oh. Damn. "I'm fine. Sorry if I woke you."


  Trey gave him a sleepy smile. "No problem, as long as you're good." He vanished into the dark hallway, closing the door softly as he left.


  Josh eased down onto the bed and blew a breath out through his teeth. He'd been a bad roommate for a while in college, round about the time his first semester exams had made him sleep-deprived. His roommate had practically chased him to a therapist with the comment that if Josh didn't care about spending half the night hyperventilating, he could at least have pity on a fellow freshman. He'd done some talk therapy and meditation and some attempts at lucid dreaming, and something had worked. Although he still sometimes wondered if his roommate had quickly found a girlfriend with an apartment out of romance or practicality.


  But it had been a long time since he'd needed to work through a dream like that. It had started innocently enough as a dream about Stefan giving him a blowjob. Stefan had been very talented and in the dream, Josh had been massively aroused by the wet touch of lips and tongue. He'd wrapped his hands in Stefan's hair and looked down, seeing without surprise in the way of dreams that Stefan's hazel eyes had become chocolate brown. Stefan's mouth became Trey's, that hair between his fingers thickened and softened. Josh moaned in astonished pleasure at the rightness of this. And then something had banged on their door. He'd pulled out of Trey's mouth, startled and suddenly afraid. Trey seemed oblivious of the noise, trying to recapture Josh's dick, Trey's hands reaching for him.


  Louder banging, and dream-Josh had grabbed Trey's wrists and pulled him up, pulled him out of what apparently was a classroom and down a hallway, their sneakers squeaking on the polished floor. They had to hide. He was coming. At the end of the hall, a door stood ajar. Josh dragged Trey inside and under the big wooden desk. They huddled together in the knee-hole, panting from their flight, trying to muffle the sound.


  Then slow footsteps approached. Josh grabbed dream-Trey, who was now inexplicably younger, the slender, shy Trey of their early friendship, even though Josh was still an adult. He pushed Trey deeper into the desk space, trying to put his body between Trey and the approaching sound.


  Suddenly Josh felt all his muscles freeze up. He couldn't move, wasn't sure he was breathing. The footsteps came nearer erratically, as if the walker was searching for them, stopping and looking now here, now there. Then their pursuer approached the other side of the desk. Under the knee-shield Josh spotted a pair of adult male feet, banally clad in black Nikes. The feet stopped in front of the desk. For a long moment there was silence, broken only by the pounding of Josh's pulse in his own ears.


  Then Trey, beautiful Trey of sixteen or seventeen, with his hair cropped short and his dark eyes intense, kissed Josh under the desk. It was a long, deep kiss that started out so hot Josh saw stars. His flagging erection was suddenly rock-hard despite the looming man on the other side of a quarter-inch of veneer panel. And then for a just moment the kiss changed, became poignant and sweet, before Trey slid back, and without another look stood up out of the knee-hole and walked around the desk to that waiting man. Josh huddled, paralyzed, unable to cry out, as Trey's familiar Reeboks moved into his line of sight, paused and then silently followed the black Nikes out of the room. Josh had woken himself in a panic shouting, "No!"


  He lay in bed, wondering if he'd said anything else out loud before he was aware. Had he called Trey's name? He wasn't going to try to psychoanalyze himself, but that dream echoed so many of his past fears, where it was Trey and not Felix or even himself who was taken and abused and changed. He'd tried and failed to protect his brother Felix in a dozen different dreams over the years. He'd failed to protect Trey in hundreds. He'd always told himself that it was because Trey wasn't around anymore that he seemed more at risk. The pattern had been set in that senior year of school when he saw Felix daily and Trey never. But now, shaking, oscillating between the fear and the kiss, he had to admit that there was a completely different reason.


  Josh slammed a fist into his pillow. He was an idiot. A futile, deluded, pathetic idiot. He was never going to look down and see Trey with his mouth stretched around Josh's erection, never going to look into Trey's eyes and find that kind of heat echoed back. The most Josh could hope for was for Trey to slowly lose his prejudices and become tolerant. So that someday, in the far future, when Josh found a guy who was enough like Trey, or maybe enough different from Trey to love for himself, the three of them could be friends.


  Trey would need that tolerance, because even two days of reacting to Trey's hard, muscular presence made Josh realize he'd never felt arousal like this before. And somehow he suspected that if he ever did again, it would be with a man and not a woman. Unfortunately not this man. Josh yanked his pillow out from under his head, wrapped it over his ears, and tried to find sleep again.


  Late that afternoon, Josh straightened his aching back and stepped away from the loaded station wagon. "There you are ma'am. I think you should be able to close the door now."


  "Thank you, young man." The tiny grandmotherly woman gave his arm a pat and slammed her tailgate shut. "It does fit. I knew it would."


  Josh stared after her as she got in the driver's seat and headed toward the road, peering out of the windshield through the steering wheel, if he was any judge. He jumped as Trey's voice came from behind him.


  "One wonders exactly what she's going to do with an antique bicycle."


  "She said she's making a lawn ornament out of it," Josh told him. "She's planning to plant flowers in the basket." He casually moved toward the house, putting more distance between his body and Trey's.


  In the past two days they'd found their balance, and much of their old ease together. Sunday night they'd collapsed in their respective beds as soon as they made it home, but Monday evening they'd invested in some good beer in addition to food, and spent a nice hour on the big front porch talking and watching the sun go down. Neither of them had mentioned anything emotional, but in the easy conversation about baseball and jobs and the difficulty of finding a good mechanic, a lot of the strangeness seemed like it had gone away. They'd even touched on college, and roommates good and bad. Josh had changed the topic when some comment of Trey's and the way Trey tipped his head back to swallow the last of his beer made Josh flush with unwelcome heat. College included the memory of Josh's first experience with male lips, male hands.


  It was stupid. He'd always liked girls as much as guys, sometimes more. Why he couldn't seem to turn off his awareness of Trey's physical presence was a mystery. But as long as he kept a foot of space between them it wasn't too bad. Trey was even more fun to hang with than Josh remembered from their teens. And he seemed pretty oblivious to any hint of Josh's attraction, so it was all good.


  "Hey, Trey," he said. "What do you want to do for the Fourth tomorrow?"


  "Besides convince more little old ladies that they really need to buy a bicycle?"


  "We're going to close the store," Josh said firmly.


  "We are? What would Aunt Julie say?"


  "She already planned to be closed. Mario was supposed to be here running things by himself. I guess she thought he would need the day off. It's posted on the website and everything. Closed on the Fourth."


  "Wow." Trey stretched painfully, working his shoulders. "That sounds great. I don't know. I'd love to go to the beach, but it's probably going to be a zoo on the holiday."


  "Maybe we can go early, get some water and sun before the crowds are out."


  "You. Getting up early? I remember having to dump cold water on you to get you out of bed before noon on a weekend."


  Josh said with dignity, "I'm not sixteen any more. I can get up if I need to."


  "Five forty-five a.m.? For the sunrise?"


  Trey had a teasing look on his face, so Josh couldn't resist saying, "It's a deal."


  He grinned with satisfaction at the expression of dismay as Trey realized that he would have to get up that early too, and hid his own pain at the hour he'd just agreed to.


  "Maybe seven?" Trey countered.


  "Wuss," Josh replied, hiding his relief. "Sure, seven."


  The Fourth of July dawned clear and warm. Josh rolled out of bed at six-forty-five, just for the fun of waking Trey up with a drip of cold water. He filled a glass in the bathroom and snuck into Trey's room. But at the bedside he paused.


  Trey had shoved down the sheets in the night. He lay face-down on the mattress, wearing only boxers. His skin was smooth and tanned, his shoulders tightly muscular, the long smooth planes of his back leading down to the low elastic waistband. Under the boxers, there was obviously a world-class ass. Josh paused, feeling his body react. He wondered if he should just back out and knock on Trey's door. But he'd been trying hard to get back to their old easy relationship, and the old Josh would definitely have poured the water.


  He took the last step and upended the glass over Trey's bare back. "Rise and shine, you lazy bum!"


  Trey yelped and rolled over fast. He glared up at Josh, dark eyes narrowed in indignation, his chest heaving with the shock of awakening. Which made his whole body move. Which made his very impressive morning wood bob up and down in those loose boxers and holy crap, Josh was so out of there.


  He sprinted out the door, calling back over his shoulder, "Last one to the kitchen makes the coffee."


  Despite that, he had the pot dripping when Trey appeared in the doorway. He saluted Trey with his bagel. "I decided not to wait."


  "Smart man." Trey rubbed his eyes and wandered over to the fridge, digging out an apple. "We could still go back to bed. I mean sleep in."


  "I want to hit the beach," Josh said. Except... "Damn."


  "What?"


  "Well, I packed in a hurry. All I brought was my Speedo." The old ugly one that also hid absolutely nothing. Maybe the beach was a bad idea.


  "So? You always did take swimming kind of seriously."


  He had. He'd taken all sports seriously. But he wasn't sure he wanted to hang around Trey in something that revealing.


  "Anyway, you're not some fat slob like half the folks out there on the beach. You'd actually look good in a Speedo." Trey bit into his apple and choked, coughing. After a moment, he added, "Damned fruit is trying to kill me. Tell you what, I brought a Speedo as well as board shorts so I'll just wear mine too. We'll be the two hottest guys on the beach. The girls won't be able to stay away."


  "Right." Josh wavered, but despite what a horrible idea it almost certainly was, the thought of spending a morning watching Trey running around almost naked on the beach was too appealing to pass up. "Okay, sounds good."


  They poured the coffee in travel mugs, pulled on cut-offs, T-shirts and sneakers, and after tossing a quick breakfast to the various critters, headed out in Josh's car. Despite being just shortly after seven, the sun was already well up and the air was warming quickly. Josh rolled down the window and cranked the radio. He headed away from town, on the theory that sunbather density should decrease. The first two beaches they passed already had a bunch of people setting up towels and picnics. The third was more deserted, probably because the strip of sand was narrow and dotted with large jagged clusters of rocks. Josh pulled the car into the parking area, and squinted at the scrubby trees around the edge, trying to figure out whether there was a space that might hold a little shade through the morning.


  "Forget it," Trey said. "That's what AC is for."


  "Yeah." Josh pulled into a spot. "Sometimes I forget this is a rental. The beater I'm driving now has pretty crappy AC."


  Trey reached in the back seat for his towel and climbed out. He glanced at Josh over the car, as they locked up. "Why are you driving a beater? I thought you made good money."


  "Oh well, you know." Josh turned for the wooden steps down the sandstone bluff to the beach.


  He felt Trey's hand warm on the back of his T-shirt. "Your dad really messed you up about money, didn't he? Still? I thought I was joking when I kidded you about scotch-tape band aids."


  "Nah, I'm past that." Josh started down, hearing Trey's feet clattering behind him. It was somehow easier to talk over the noise. "Well, maybe. I still have a hard time spending much."


  "Or asking other people to spend money."


  "Maybe. But I live okay, it's not like I don't have a decent apartment and whatever I need. I just don't go for luxuries."


  "How many bedrooms?"


  Josh hit the bottom of the stairs and turned to glance at Trey. "What do you mean?"


  "Your place. How many bedrooms?"


  Josh knew he'd colored slightly. "It's a studio. I'm just one guy. I don't need a lot of room. I'll move when I find someplace I really want."


  "What does Linda think of it?"


  "Who?"


  "Linda? The girl you were practically writing poems about?"


  "Oh, her. Yeah, no, we broke up long ago." He'd forgotten he'd mentioned Linda to Trey.


  "I'm sorry." Trey's eyes were compassionate.


  "It's okay. It was good but not that intense, not like a forever thing. I knew that pretty fast." No matter if he'd wished otherwise for a while. "Don't worry about it. We've both moved on."


  "Great."


  Josh braced himself for the inevitable question of who he'd moved on to, although the truthful answer was no-one special, just hook-ups, and most of them girls. But Trey just glanced around and said, "How about a swim first, before it gets crowded?"


  "Sure."


  Growing up in L.A. had given both of them an easy familiarity with the ocean. Josh figured this beach would have some rocks to watch out for, but probably not much undertow unless you got out beyond the point of the headland. You could never be sure, though. He would keep an eye on Trey. They tucked their towels in a crevice in one of the rocks. Josh stripped off sneakers, T-shirt and shorts without looking at Trey. He mentally dammed his own over-careful spending habits. The Speedo he wore was not only old and getting a little thin, but white with an ugly red floral design. Would it have killed him to have bought something new? The moment his shorts cleared his feet he kicked them off and headed for the water.


  The ocean was cold enough to jolt him as he ran into the breakers. The salt tang filled the air, and the sand sucked the bottoms of his feet as he moved deeper. The sky was a clear blue with the faint haze that promised real heat later. He breathed it in. He'd missed this. God, had he missed this.


  There was a shove on his shoulder and he glanced over. Trey's eyes were sparkling and the light breeze ruffled his hair. He wore a dark Speedo and it fit him sinfully well, but then Trey threw his head back and laughed, and time rolled back. This was Trey, who had been his shadow and his support for so many years. Suddenly Josh felt whole again. Whole and happy and alive. "Come on!" he cried. "Race you!" He ran three steps deeper and launched himself forward into the water.


  It was a magical morning. Nothing else mattered, nothing needed to be done. He was on holiday and whenever he turned there was Trey. Trey was three strokes behind him when they raced out to the level of the point. Trey laughed his ass off when a big wave tried to drown Josh as he looked up at a circling cormorant. Josh kept his wits about him enough to keep his hands off Trey's wet, muscular body. He managed not to give in to the temptation to wrestle with Trey or grab him and try to dunk him. By some miracle, Trey also kept his attacks to splashing and occasionally grabbing Josh's feet to pull him under. For two hours they were fifteen again.


  Eventually they staggered out onto the sand. The air was warm enough that Josh could feel the moisture quickly evaporating off his skin. He slowed down and ran his hands over his short hair. It was already almost dry. Trey danced backward ahead of him. "Tired, old man? I could do this all day. Come on, race me. You always did swim better but I run faster."


  "It's too hot," Josh complained. "Let's walk back to the towels like two sane people."


  "Two boring old people." Trey tagged his shoulder with a slap and turned to run.


  Josh grabbed for him and snagged Trey's waistband. Trey shoved him away, laughing, with a hand planted on his head. For a moment they struggled, and then Josh noticed just how much of Trey's perfect, firm ass was being exposed to view by the elastic stretch of the fabric. He let go abruptly.


  Trey yelped and staggered, off balance. Josh smirked at him, despite the way his pulse was pounding in his throat. "Race you!" He set off across the sand, sprinting for all he was worth. Trey was beside him in a minute, and beat him to the towels by three strides. They both stopped, grinning and Josh bent with his hands on his knees to suck air.


  "Coach would tell you to stand up before you pass out." Trey's voice caught on the last word and they both sobered.


  "How's Felix?" Trey asked abruptly. He picked up his towel and began rubbing his hair, as if he couldn't ask and look at Josh at the same time. "We've talked about everything but him. I really want to know."


  Not even close to everything. Which didn't mean that Felix was an easy topic. "He's good. He's in pre-law. He did some therapy again his first year in college and it helped. He has a serious girlfriend now."


  Trey looked at Josh with one eye from under the towel. "So he's not gay?"


  Josh took a step back and glared at him. "No, dammit, he's not gay. Being abused by a man has nothing to do with whether a kid is gay or not. Before or after it happens. What the hell kind of question was that?"


  ****


  Trey was wondering the same thing. He felt sick. What on earth had made him ask that question? He tried to listen as Josh said angrily, "Coach Lindgrom was like a father to Felix. It was just so fucking wrong." And then Josh said more softly, "He was like a damned father to me too, once."


  Abruptly Trey realized where his own question must have come from. Not a new revelation, just one of a dozen festering sores left over from what happened to Felix. Because their young coach hadn't been like a father to Trey. Trey'd had his own loving dad. Instead he'd had one hell of a crush on the coach. It hadn't been like his feelings for Josh, but a pure physical want that went with the guy's height and muscles and air of authority. To Trey's everlasting shame, when he heard about Felix, for just one moment before he buried the thought deep he'd wondered, What does Felix have that I don't?


  And how sick was that? But he'd been fifteen then, and the image of being bent over and fucked by the coach had been invading his fantasies for a while. He couldn't imagine Josh when he was jerking off. That felt too personal. So the coach had been the skin and touch and voice of his erotic dreams. Finding out that the man had done that to Felix had been gut-wrenching on so many levels, not all of them acceptable ones. Now apparently some little corner of his mind was still wondering why the coach had passed Trey by. Jesus, would he never be free of that?


  Trey turned away, pulling on his cut-offs over his damp swimsuit. "I'm glad Felix is better," he said softly, trying to pull the conversation back. It had been a wonderful morning, the best he could remember. "Are you better too?"


  "I guess." Josh sighed. "It's kind of old history, you know. Just every once in a while something reminds me."


  "Yeah," Trey agreed. "Me too." He wanted to ask more, now that the subject was open. He wanted to know if Josh had met any gay guys in college. Whether he'd become comfortable enough to hang around with them. Whether maybe, just maybe, he could accept a gay friend. But what if the answer was no? Instead he said, "Any plans for the afternoon? Should we head back or try to find somewhere open for lunch?"


  "Let's head back. You know, I have the perfect project for the afternoon. When Aunt Julie called last night, she said we needed to at least try to groom the pony and pick out his hooves."


  "Did you tell her little snowballs would be raining on Satan's head first?"


  "She was worried about him. I told her we'd try."


  "You are such a soft touch. I suppose you just assumed I'd help you?"


  Josh made his eyes all big and round. "You will help, won't you?"


  Trey snorted. "There's something really wrong about Bambi eyes on a guy, you know that?"


  Josh choked and bent for his T-shirt.


  Trey sighed theatrically. "What kind of friend would I be if I refused to get kicked in the nuts for you? Bring it on. How bad can one pony be?"


  Through the cotton over his face, Josh said, "You'll find out."


  A couple of hours later, Trey decided the answer was, really bad. Trey had spent part of his summers on Aunt Julie's farm for several years. She'd always rescued the downtrodden and abused of the animal kingdom. Trey could remember a couple of pretty spooky, nervous horses, and a ram that you couldn't turn your back on, but this pony was downright evil. Josh had a death-grip on the halter. Trey had managed a few swipes of a brush while dodging hooves before they decided picking out feet was more essential. Trey sidled up at the pony's shoulder with a wary eye on its hindquarters. He managed to get one front foot up off the ground and put in a single dig with the hoof-pick, before the beast cow-kicked at him and almost yanked Josh off his feet with a toss of its head.


  Josh wrestled the pony back under control and grabbed its upper lip in a makeshift twitch. "Try again," he grated.


  Trey stepped back. "No way, no how."


  "I don't want it to get thrush from dirty hooves."


  "I don't want either of us to lose our teeth."


  "It's just a fucking little pony. How come the bugger is so strong?"


  "It still outweighs the both of us by about three hundred pounds."


  Josh growled wordlessly at the pony as it took advantage of his distraction to jerk away from his hand and snap at his fingers. "You have a point." Josh gestured at Trey to move away and slipped the halter off the pony. He dodged as the pony whirled, aimed a kick in their general direction and then bucked its way down the field toward the patiently waiting alpaca under the trees.


  Trey stared after it, as it gave the alpaca a nuzzle and then settled in to crop grass. "And supposedly that little display was the pony acting better than before it had a stablemate."


  Josh dusted his palms on his thighs. "I think it is better. Fractionally. I remember when Aunt Julie got it four years ago. No one could get near the thing for a week. It warmed up to her eventually but it never liked me. I think it hates men."


  "Well, I'm not cross-dressing for a damned pony," Trey grumbled, and then bit his tongue.


  Josh just laughed, and Trey took a quick breath of relief. He glanced around the quiet pasture, and then raised an eyebrow at Josh. "Time for beer?"


  "We should get some hay down from the loft for later; might as well do it while we're wearing jeans and not shorts."


  "K."


  They headed into the little barn that was actually in use for its intended purpose, rather than as a warehouse for everything American culture had come up with in the last two hundred years. There was a ladder in one corner, leading upward.


  "I'll go throw down a couple of bales," Josh said.


  "I'm gonna come take a look." Trey followed him up into the shadowed heat of the hayloft. The smell of the alfalfa was intense, and he sneezed as their feet stirred up the dust. A thin ray of light came in around the bottom of the loft doors, but otherwise it was dark up there.


  Josh stopped near the top of the ladder, presumably waiting for his eyes to adjust. "There must be a light somewhere."


  "We could open the loft door. It's damned hot anyway." Trey made his way toward that finger of sunshine, climbing over half-seen stacked bales. He reached the doors, lifted the heavy latch, and swung one side out wide. Cooler fresher air and bright sunlight streamed in and he blinked, standing in the opening and holding onto the frame as he looked out.


  "Be careful," Josh said.


  Trey glanced back. "Oh come on. How much time did we spend in the loft those couple of summers? I'm not about to fall out."


  "A lot of time." Josh's voice was soft. He sat on the lopsided castle of stacked bales near the opening and drew his feet up, staring out at the pasture beyond.


  Trey felt a rush of affection. How often had he come up to the big loft in the old barn to find Josh just like that, staring out into space? Probably about as often as Josh had found him up there. It had become a refuge for both of them when they were fifteen, their place on Aunt Julie's farm the way the concrete slab was at home. Trey dropped to sit on the dusty floor of the opening, his legs hanging out over the edge. This loft was smaller and hotter, but still... sitting in the doorway high above the ground, the heat at his back, the cooler air brushing his face... it was so familiar.


  "Do you remember that summer?" Josh said softly from behind him. "Honest to God, I don't think I would have made it without you."


  "I remember." Trey didn't look back. He remembered the pain and the self-loathing, his determination to take care of his friend and do nothing, absolutely nothing, to make Josh aware Trey wanted more than friendship. Hell, he'd spent most of that summer trying to make himself not actually want anything more, trying to lock the gay part of himself in some airtight box and lose it deep inside. It was a battle he'd fought and lost, and despised himself for losing, until the very day Josh and his father pulled out of their driveway in the U-Haul truck.


  "The smell of hay still makes me think of you sometimes," Josh said. "I'll be somewhere completely unrelated, and go past a field where they'd been cutting hay, and I remember that summer and the loft and you."


  "Me too." Trey knew Josh meant it simply of course. Those were intense but innocent memories. He couldn't know that the smell of hay could make Trey achingly, impossibly hard, without warning, without wanting it. He'd dated a guy who fancied himself a cowboy for a while, until he realized that the attraction was pure physical response to the man's scent when he'd been around the barn.


  After Felix's abuse had come to light, Josh's parents had barely been able to cope with Felix and all the demands of officialdom. They'd sent Josh away to Julie's farm without delay. And then not visited for weeks. Josh had begged to have Trey go with him, and since it was summer vacation, Trey's parents had agreed. In retrospect, they'd probably figured it was the best thing for Trey too, since he'd also spent four years of Little League under Coach Lindgrom. He remembered his mother's careful inquiry about whether Coach had ever done anything to him, anything he didn't want. And his vehement denial, with the sick undercurrent of knowing he would have said yes if Coach had asked. At least, if he'd been asked at fifteen, not when he was ten, not when he was little like Felix. Aunt Julie's farm had been a welcome refuge.


  "I remember you used to dare me to jump out the hatch." Trey mused.


  "I remember I had to grab you to keep you from doing it that one time."


  "I could never refuse a dare." I wanted you to admire me.


  "We were both idiots."


  "Isn't that one definition of fifteen-year-old boys?"


  "I guess." Josh got up, came and sat beside him in the doorway, pushing open the other half of the door so they could share the space without touching. "That's better. It's fucking hot up here."


  For a while they were quiet, sitting there in the shade of the overhang, watching the goats wander around their bit of pasture below. Eventually Josh said, "Did you ever wonder what would have happened if Coach had picked some other kid who wasn't my little brother?"


  "Sure." Only every day for years. Trey made his voice light and amused. "Maybe you'd have married Hannah."


  "No way," Josh said seriously. "I liked her, but she was way too earth-mother for me. She'd have had me turning vegetarian and marching in protests."


  "Heaven forbid."


  "Hey, I like meat." Josh hesitated. "Anyway, when I wondered about how things would've been different, I wasn't thinking about Hannah, I was thinking about you. You were the best friend I had in the whole world. The only one who really knew me and stuck with me and didn't laugh at my ideas and shit."


  "Your ideas were shit. I was just too polite to laugh."


  Josh punched his arm. "You know what I mean. When Dad said we were moving, I threw a major fit. But there was no changing his mind. He was tired of being the family whose kid got Coach Lindgrom sent to prison. Or the parent of "that poor boy". Once the new job offered him a little more money moving was a done deal."


  "I remember."


  "I tried not to go." Josh frowned to himself. "I suggested that I could stay with you to finish high-school. Or become emancipated since I was seventeen. I even pointed out how much money he could save by leaving me behind. But Mom said my brother needed me and..." Josh hesitated.


  "You couldn't fight that."


  "No. I didn't know if it was true. Felix didn't seem to pay much attention to me. But if there was a chance... I had to go. But damn, I missed having you around. And you didn't call me much or email or anything."


  Trey wasn't up to remembering the reasons for that. "Sorry."


  "I wasn't sure if you were getting bored with me hanging around you."


  "Jesus, no. It was the other way round, remember? You were the one who knew people and thought of things to do. I hung around you."


  "So why?"


  Trey went the easy route. "Because I was lazy and self-centered and..."


  "Bullshit."


  He sighed. "Because it was too damned hard. Because I figured the less we talked the quicker we'd move on, find someone new to hang out with." He stopped there, unsure whether that sounded cold or emo or a bit of both.


  Josh nodded slowly. "Which we did. I just wish you hadn't cut me off like that. But I guess it worked out okay." He pushed to his feet. "Even with this door open it's too hot to hang around up here right now. Come on, help me grab some bales and finish up. I really, really want a shower."


  "I'm the guest. I get first dibs." But Trey sat for a moment longer, looking out the loft door, caught back in time, in a moment when life had seemed infinitely hard and yet had held a center to his orbit in the person of his best friend. The heat and the darkness of the loft and the scent of hay and Josh moving behind him blurred the past and the present. And for just a moment as he stood and turned, he expected to see the skinny boy with shaggy, dark hair and big, shadowed eyes waiting for him there by the top of the ladder.


  CHAPTER 4


  By Thursday, Josh decided he was so ready for Aunt Julie to get back. The store had been quieter on Monday and Tuesday than on the weekend, and he'd thought he was getting the hang of things. But apparently the day after Fourth of July was Let's-All-Go-Buy-Antiques Day. It was only mid-afternoon, but already he was catching himself hiding between the stacks instead of stepping up to the challenge of finding a customer the die-cast toy milk truck or rooster salt-and-pepper shakers they were searching for.


  At the register, Trey somehow still had his customer-service smile intact. Trey used to be the shy one, but somewhere along the line that had changed. It bothered Josh that he didn't know when. He should have made more effort to keep in touch himself, maybe made sure he applied to the same colleges as Trey senior year instead of just indifferently taking the recommendations of his new guidance counselor in New York. But by then their friendship had been withering for four months, and nothing had seemed worth the effort.


  Well, things would change now. Josh was determined. He would call Trey again, not just IM him. Hearing Trey's voice was important. He'd visit, and drag Trey out here to Aunt Julie's, and play on the guy's nostalgia. Because despite having a couple of good friends in Hartford, Josh realized that no one had ever taken the place that was Trey's. He might not be Trey's "best bud" anymore, but dammit, Trey was still his.


  He would take his time introducing the bisexual thing. There was no rush. It wasn't as if Josh was with anyone right now, girl or guy. He could just let it wait until he met someone special. That might even be quite a while. He couldn't imagine making the effort to start dating again any time soon.


  Another blonde was at the register hanging on Trey's smile today, but this woman was heavy, obviously bleached, and in her forties. As she tried to haggle Trey down in price for a Mickey-Mouse clock, she was joined by a very young teenage boy. The kid wore a bright blue jacket with wide lapels, and as he reached the woman's side he gave a little spin to show it off. "Look at this, Aunt Mary! Isn't it cool? So retro. And look!" He held up a little half-skirt apron with a ruffle. "This is so fifties, just like the one Lucy wears." He wrapped it around his waist for a moment. "Cute, huh?"


  The woman stared at him, and then her expression became a glare. "Emmet, you take that apron off right now! And the jacket. Those are girl clothes! What are you thinking? Do you want to look like a fag? Do you? What would your mother think?"


  The boy's bright expression fell. His hands clutched the apron. "Mom wouldn't care..."


  "Your mother would say the same thing. It's disgusting! How dare you shame me in public like that? Put those clothes back this instant!"


  The boy froze, and then whirled and ran toward the back of the barn where the vintage clothing was kept. Josh turned quickly, heading back there by a different route. He wanted to have a quick word with the boy, but it would be better if the aunt didn't overhear him. As he rounded the last display he saw that Trey must have followed the kid too. Trey was already on one knee beside the boy, taking the apron from his shaking hands.


  "Don't let her get to you," Trey said quietly but clearly. "There's nothing wrong with you. There's nothing wrong with liking women's clothes, and if you are gay, there's nothing wrong with being gay."


  Josh froze, stunned to hear that coming from Trey.


  The boy's shaky voice said, "She said it was disgusting."


  Trey reached out to help the boy shrug out of the jacket, saying firmly as he did so, "Lots of people are gay. Hell, I'm gay."


  At that moment the boy's aunt came round the divider and strode up to them. Her face showed that Trey's words had reached her too. With a muffled shriek she whacked Trey on the head with her purse. "Get your hands off him," she yelled. "Don't you touch him, you pervert! You're disgusting. Get your faggy hands off the boy!"


  Trey yanked his hands back and stood, looking as if he might retort. But then his gaze shifted and he caught sight of Josh standing frozen against the display case. Trey's face went white. For a moment he glanced from the sputtering woman to the boy, and then he looked up at Josh again. He looked almost sick. Before Josh could hold out a hand or say anything, Trey turned and ran.


  Josh stared after Trey as Trey stumbled around a shelf and out of sight. Josh felt as if the world had just come apart. His heart was pounding and his throat was dry. The blonde woman turned her attention to him, demanding what he was thinking of to have a pervert serving customers in his store, putting filthy hands on children and...


  "Shut up." Josh snapped.


  She stared at him, he mouth open. "What did you say?"


  "I said, shut up." Josh dragged his gaze from the spot where Trey had disappeared to look her in the face. "I don't want to hear another word."


  "He's a pervert. A child molester."


  "Helping a kid take off a jacket in a crowded store isn't perverted. Your mind must be pretty sick if you think it is." But he turned away from her sputtering reply. He didn't have time for this, for her. Because his whole world had just done a ninety degree tilt, and he needed to go find the one person who would tell him what it meant. And he was scared to death that the look on Trey's face meant he was about to run from Josh far and fast. Not this time.


  If Trey was really gay, had been gay... questions and speculations bubbled up in Josh. He needed to chase after Trey and find him. Right the fuck now.


  Josh said in a loud clear voice, "The store is closing, due to a family emergency. Please come back another time. You can have a... a ten percent discount on anything you like, if you leave quickly now."


  Of course it couldn't be that easy. Some customers wanted to just ring up the items they already had. A couple wanted that ten percent discount in writing. He scribbled a few notes, tried to remember how Trey said the register worked, took cash and declined credit cards. Another customer tried to argue about that and he shut her down harshly, without thinking. It was all taking too long. It was almost fifteen minutes before he ushered the last customer out the door. The blonde woman had left in a huff, dragging the boy behind her. Josh had felt bad for the kid, but the eye roll the boy gave Josh as he left suggested he wasn't completely cowed by his aunt. There was nothing Josh could do but hope there were more understanding family members around the boy.


  Finally Josh was able to pull the door shut, tape a makeshift "back tomorrow" sign to the plaque with their hours and look around. He'd pretty much expected to see Trey's car gone and to have to chase him back to the city, but the car was still parked by the house.


  The farmhouse was silent when he slammed in through the front door. No sound of movement, no running shower. He did a quick check of the bathrooms and bedrooms anyway, but Trey was nowhere to be found. Which left the rest of the property, and really it was pretty obvious where he should go look.


  The inside of the barn was cooler than the day before, with the overcast sky easing some of the heat, but the air was still close and still. Josh paused at the bottom of the ladder to the loft, listening. For a moment he heard nothing, but then there was the faint sound of a harsh breath from overhead. Slowly, making enough noise to be heard, he climbed the ladder.


  Trey was barely visible in the dark loft. He sat amid the hay bales, drawn up in a tight ball so his body was just a formless shadow. Josh walked around him to the doors and cracked one open. In the dull light that came in, Trey raised his pale, drawn face. "I'm sorry," he said, in a voice that wavered despite his set jaw. "So sorry but... I didn't think I should drive. I promise I'll be out of here as soon as I can."


  Josh stared at him. He took two steps away from the door and lowered himself to sit on the floor at arm's length from Trey. "Why the hell would you think I want you gone?"


  Trey clenched his teeth and then said slowly and clearly, "You heard me right the first time. I'm gay."


  "So what?" Josh shook his head impatiently. "I mean, yeah, that changes things but you're still my best friend."


  For a long minute, Trey just stared at him his eyes dilated in his stunned face.


  ****


  What the hell! Trey's mind flashed back through a summer of evenings in a loft much like this one, with the air lingeringly hot and the sun long gone, to memories of tearful rants and hate. Then later there'd been emails, full of casual slurs and distaste and loathing. He'd read each one, sitting on his bed in his parents' house missing his best friend, knowing that he hadn't managed to change himself straight, feeling each blow land. "You hate gay men."


  "The hell I do!" Josh stared at him. "Maybe for a while, yeah, I did. But I figured out eventually that you couldn't judge the whole world of gay men by one pedophile. There's no connection. You're the one who was really homophobic."


  "Shit." Trey wrapped his arms tighter around his legs, rocking himself on the dusty floor. His stomach hurt. His head hurt. His heart hurt. Josh didn't hate him for being gay. He realized just how much of how he'd lived the last ten years had been predicated on the fact that he couldn't let Josh ever know about him. Except apparently that was more stupid, mistaken theory than fact. He put his head down on his knees and rocked.


  After a while, Josh asked quietly, "When did you know? When did you realize you were gay?"


  Trey dredged up a laugh from somewhere, but it didn't come out sounding like amusement. "Around the time I figured out what the word meant. Not too long after we met."


  "When we were ten?" There was an indrawn breath. "Trey! Coach didn't... do something to you too?"


  "No. Hell no. Weren't you the one who said that had nothing to do with being gay?"


  "I know, and I mean it. I just thought, if something made you realize at the age of ten..."


  "It wasn't anything dramatic like that. I just realized that when everyone said girls were pretty or hot, or smelled good, for me it was always boys. Boys and men. I was pretty confused about things for a long time, but I never doubted that it was guys I was attracted to, even when I wished it wasn't."


  "But you never told me."


  Josh actually sounded hurt about that. Motherfucker. Like he couldn't see it had been impossible? Although to be fair, before Felix, Trey had been close to telling him a hundred times. Except that always led to the other confession, the one about who he wanted to be gay with. No way to explain now without letting out that little bit of idiocy. Trey just shook his head against his knees.


  "Did your parents know?"


  "They still don't."


  "You mean you're not out?"


  "I am around my place. I came out in college. I've dated." Guys who never meant enough because they never measured up to that unrealistic image I had of you. Although five days back in contact with Josh hadn't managed to rub the shine off that damned image yet. "I just never told my folks."


  "Why not? Your parents are great."


  Trey knew Josh had always envied him the laid-back family life Trey'd enjoyed. Josh was right, they would probably have been fine with it, at least after the initial surprise. "It wasn't important. They didn't need to know."


  "That's bullshit."


  The loft was hot and dim and smelled of cut alfalfa, and it was so familiar, being here with Josh and just letting things out. Before he could stop himself he said, "They still talk to your parents."


  "So? I didn't think you cared a rat's ass what my parents thought of you."


  "That's not true." Trey had cared in a way, mainly because they controlled how much time he got to spend with Josh. It was true that after watching them focus on Felix and act completely unconcerned about Josh's feelings, he'd moved from wariness to disdain. And, yeah, it wasn't like he still cared at this late date what Mr. and Mrs. Campbell thought of him. He sighed and just said it. "You talk to them every week. If they heard I was gay, it would be the first thing out of their mouths the next time you called." And not in any good way. He and Josh had been hot and angry in their bigotry at the time, but Felix's parents had been icily furious with a loathing that would never fade.


  Josh said slowly, "You were afraid they would tell me you were gay and I would... what?"


  Hate me. Stop emailing, stop IMing, take away the last little scraps of contact I had with you. He hadn't realized until this week just how deep his neediness went. He'd thought he'd whittled down his contacts with Josh so he could move on, but he'd been fooling himself. He'd cut them back to a level he thought Josh would let him keep. Forever. No wonder his last boyfriend had accused Trey of not being fully invested in their relationship. He'd called the guy delusional, but it was becoming pretty damned clear where the delusions really lay.


  He realized Josh was probably still waiting for an answer, but he'd forgotten the question. He just shook his head again.


  "Trey, I wouldn't have minded. You should have told me."


  "Oh really?" He felt his anger rise and welcomed it. Anger was better than the complete desolation of waiting for Josh to tell him how some of his best friends were gay. "So I should have told you? When? When did gay guys stop all being disgusting ass-fuckers and perverted baby rapers? When could I have told you and not had you spit in my face? The day after Felix was raped? A week later?"


  "No, I..." Josh stopped short and then said painfully, "College, I guess."


  "Yeah. Which was three years after Felix."


  "But you knew, back then, the whole time we were talking about gay bastards..." Josh's voice trailed off.


  "Mm."


  "That's... not good."


  That was such an understatement, this time Trey's laugh actually held some genuine amusement.


  Josh said in a careful voice, "You're okay with it now? Did you, um, see someone?"


  "Like a therapist? I wasn't that broken." Trey ignored the little voice that said, Yeah, you were. He was over it now anyway. "I got lucky with my first boyfriend." He had a sudden impulse to overwhelm Josh, to prove that the reality of Trey's life would make the man recoil. He lifted his head off his knees to look at Josh's shadowy form. "It turns out a big, hard dick up my ass was a good way to convince me I was always going to be gay."


  He watched closely, but Josh didn't move. He just said quietly, "Trey, if you're trying to weird me out with that shit it won't work. Remember Stef?"


  "Your girlfriend Stephanie?"


  "My boyfriend Stefan. I'm bi. There've been times I liked a dick in my mouth too. Or vice versa."


  Trey was on his feet before he even realized he'd moved. "What about Linda?" He could hear the acid in his own voice. "Let me guess. Luke, right?"


  "No," Josh said steadily. "She was Linda. Like I said, I'm bi. I like girls and guys. Although Stefan was perhaps the closest I've ever been to getting serious, if I hadn't kind of realized that the guy was willing and eager to fuck every man who walked by."


  "I have to go." Trey whirled to put his back to Josh.


  "Trey?"


  "I have to go," he repeated. He needed to get down out of this dark airless loft and go... go somewhere. Somewhere the ground would feel solid under his feet again. "Back," he muttered. "Okay." He gritted his teeth. Fucking ironic that he'd got As in every English class, but when it counted he couldn't string two words together. "I'll be back." Somehow his hands found the top of the ladder, his feet fumbled their way onto the rungs. He went down in almost a controlled fall, hitting the floor of the barn below hard enough to jolt his knees. He was startled by the force of it, unexpectedly real when the world around him felt tenuous and disconnected. It was good, though. This at least was solid– this floor and the afternoon sun and the alpaca outside the window staring in at him through the smudged panes of glass with that perfect look of disdain.


  Trey dusted himself off with rough movements of his hands. He took a deep breath and patted his pockets. Wallet, yes. Keys, thank God. And he was no longer crying too hard to drive. He stepped out of the barn door into the sunshine.


  ****


  Josh stared across the shadowed loft after Trey. What the hell had just happened? He heard a car start and held his breath as it drove away. At least there hadn't been time for Trey to pack up his stuff before peeling out like his ass was on fire. He'd have to come back for his clothes. Unless he just asked Josh to ship them to him.


  Josh restrained his immediate impulse to leap up and go after Trey again. Even he wasn't crazy enough to think that was a good idea. What he didn't get was why Trey had run. When he'd heard Trey say he was gay, Josh's heart had fucking leapt in his chest. Sure, they'd had to clear up the old misunderstanding, but as he'd approached the barn he'd imagined telling Trey he was bi himself and then... Well, he wasn't sure what he'd thought came next but it had been more like a hug or maybe kisses than the bludgeoned look he'd seen on Trey's face.


  Josh began to feel a little pissed. Trey wasn't the only one outing himself here, after all. And Trey's family would be okay with it whereas his own... he shuddered at the thought. Whatever the exact opposite of okay was, that would be his parents. But he would do it. After these few days with Trey, he knew he would do it in a heartbeat, if it meant keeping Trey close.


  So why had Trey reacted like Josh being bi was some kind of slap in the face? It wasn't like Trey hadn't censored things too, in their sporadic emails. Josh distinctly remembered the man rhapsodizing over an Amy and a Christine, and now he was betting those had been Adam and Chris, or Andrew and Charles. Josh remembered having spent what in retrospect seemed like an awful lot of time wondering about those apparently mythical girls, and what they were like, and if they were good enough for Trey.


  So Trey had no fucking right to get huffy about Stefan. Or any of it.


  Josh scooted closer to the crack of the loft door, hoping for a little breeze to cool his overheated face. Maybe his overheated brain. He checked his cell phone but there was no text waiting, no missed calls. He leaned his head against the frame and pushed the door wider. The faded green of the pasture below him stretched to the scraggly trees that framed it. The goats were little heaps of white and brown, sprawled out snoozing in the heat under the one big maple. The whole scene had a nagging familiarity, pulling him in, making him feel like he belonged here in this dry and pastoral landscape instead of the green and bustling city where he really lived.


  One of the barn cats came up the ladder, her paws almost silent on the rungs. She made her way over to him, walking a circuitous route and sniffing here and there, so as to maintain her dignity and not seem eager. But when she reached him she rubbed up against his knee with little burbles of affection. He patted her absently, running his hand over her soft fur. She arched under his hand, seeming starved for touch.


  Was that his problem too? It had been a year since he'd actually dated anyone, of either gender. His anonymous hook-ups had left him cold as soon as they were over. Was he just so starved for real affection that he'd glommed onto Trey as the answer to his loneliness? And when the hell had he decided he was lonely?


  The question answered itself, he decided. He decided he was lonely when he realized how much it meant to have Trey around. So no, he hadn't picked Trey as some sort of all-purpose space-filler. He'd simply realized that Trey was the piece that had been missing from his life, the person all the others had been space-fillers for.


  So what am I going to do about it?


  That was the sixty-four thousand dollar question. Not that he could do a fucking thing if Trey didn't come back. The cat squeaked as his fingers tightened in her fur. She jumped away, gave him an offended look, and disappeared down the ladder. Just like Trey had.


  What if that look hadn't meant Trey was just mad right now? What if it meant he was disgusted and wasn't ever going to be interested? Josh had worried for so long about telling Trey he was bi, and then that problem had solved itself. But what if instead of opening up wonderful possibilities, the real problem was that Trey thought he was a liar and a sleaze and a waste of time. No amount of telling himself Trey had been just as sneaky and untruthful seemed to shake that worry from Josh's mind. He stared out at the peaceful landscape and felt anything but at peace.


  Eventually he decided he was sticky and sweaty and tired of his damned brain going around in circles. The sun had progressed enough that the shade of the maple had moved off the roof, and the loft was becoming an oven. He pulled the door shut and made his way down into the barn. It seemed odd having the store closed at this hour, so there was nothing immediately demanding attention. Well, other than a skinny male cat now taking its turn winding around Josh's ankles. He stooped to rub its ears, wondering briefly if he should reopen the store. But he still was inept with the register, and the thought of trying to run the thing without Trey there made him feel ill. Business had been good all morning. His aunt's bank account would just have to take the hit.


  Eventually he wandered back into the house. The breakfast dishes were still in the sink, along with the sandwich-making detritus from lunch. He cleaned those up, and then went on to scrub the counters and wipe out the sink. He could do laundry, he supposed. He wandered into his room and picked through the heap of dirty clothes in the corner. He hadn't brought much along, so it was probably time. His jeans and shirts and underwear were mostly dark colors, and he scooped them up and made the trek to the laundry room. The washer wasn't full, and he briefly thought about going into Trey's room and adding a few of his things. That was thoughtful, right?


  Although what would Trey think if he came back and found Josh had been picking through his underwear? Not a good plan. It was some measure of how off balance Josh was to even think about it. He'd never washed a lover's clothes, not even Linda's, although she'd sometimes thrown a shirt or two of his in with her own. Sharing laundry was a sappy living-together thing to do, and he and Trey were nothing like that. Not yet. Unfortunately.


  He slammed the lid of the washer down and started it, realized he'd forgotten the soap, jerked the lid back up and poured in enough to probably make bubbles explode out of the machine, yanked out the most soap-coated T-shirt and rinsed some of it off in the sink, and sat down hard on the floor. Damn. Just damn Trey for making Josh's brain turn to mush. And damn the man for having been gone an hour and– he checked his cell– an hour and fifty-six minutes without calling. Not that he wasn't a grown man and entitled to... Damn.


  The afternoon dragged into evening. Josh had thought he might keep himself busy cleaning but his enthusiasm for that faded pretty fast. He took a six-pack of beers onto the porch, drank one and then decided if Trey did come home, he wanted to be sober for the fight. Or the making up or whatever was going to happen. When the bastard finally did come home.


  Evening chores lost their charm when he was doing them alone. The cats ate with single-minded appetite and then vanished into the gloom without looking back. He couldn't find a single egg in the hen-house, as if the hens had gone on strike. Even the pony just wandered over to pick at the fresh hay without an eye-roll or a kick his way, like it was too much trouble to mess with Josh if Trey wasn't around to enjoy it. Realistically Josh knew it was probably the heat, but the world felt empty.


  He retreated to the air-conditioned living room and his laptop, but even that couldn't hold his interest. He set it aside and curled up on the couch, letting his thoughts wander. He needed to do something about Trey, but he had to get it right. Just realizing how completely Trey fit the I-want-him slot in Josh's heart wasn't good enough. Until now Josh had mostly done casual and fun and this wasn't going to be casual, if it got to be anything at all. He wanted to prove that. He pulled out his cell phone. Still no messages.


  Slowly he scrolled through his contacts list, and chose one.


  "Josh?" His brother's voice was cautious. "What's up? You never just call me."


  It was true, they mostly did IM and then met up when they happened to be in the same town at the same time. But this wasn't something to do at second hand.


  "Felix, can we talk for a bit?"


  "Um, sure. Is something wrong?"


  "Not wrong but..." Josh took a breath. This was the trial run, preparation for the harder ones to come. "What would you say if I told you I was dating a man?"


  There was a long silence. Then just when Josh was wondering if he should hang up, Felix said tentatively, "You're gay?"


  "Bi, really. But the person I'm, um, interested in is a guy."


  "Have you told Mom?"


  "What do you think?"


  "I think if you had, she would have been on the phone to me a second later telling me to delete you from my contacts list and spit on your picture."


  Josh's stomach lurched, because that was what he'd figured too, although it had been years since the topic had come up between them. "You think she's still like that?"


  "Yeah. Dad too."


  "Fuck." He took a deep breath. "What about you?"


  "I'm not sure. I mean, I don't hate gays, not anymore. I even have a couple of friends who are gay. But you're my brother and you were around back then."


  The words, I'm not gay, hovered on Josh's lips, but that was a cop-out. "So am I still your brother if I want to be with a man?"


  Felix grunted irritably. "Yeah, you are. But this will be one fucking ugly fight if you tell Mom and Dad. I really don't want to get caught up in that. If you're bi, couldn't you just stick with girls?"


  "No," was the simple answer.


  "So this is someone special? Enough to stand up to the 'rents for? Are you sure the guy is worth it? You don't have to tell them everything about you, you know."


  "Believe me, I haven't. But this time, yeah, he's worth it. I think I have to prove I'm not going to hide him." Even if Trey wasn't his yet. Even if he might never be, telling Trey that Josh had come out to his folks would be worth something, surely. Josh rubbed his eyes. Maybe he was just being a complete fool.


  "Well, you'll have to wait anyway. They're on the annual camping trip. No cell service."


  "Oh, yeah. Fuck." Although Josh felt mostly relief that his dad's fondness for low-cost vacations meant his parents were in the wilderness and out of contact. He might have screwed up his courage for the call, but it didn't mean he didn't feel enormous relief at a good excuse to put it off. He could tell Trey he'd tried and maybe get the credit without actually having to make the call. And wasn't that a chickenshit realization.


  "So. What's this man's name?"


  "Um, I don't... He's not out yet either. We're kind of stumbling into this together." God, he hoped they would do it together. "I'll let you know, if you're really going to be okay with it."


  "It sure changes the way I think of you. It'll take some getting used to. But if this guy can make you even consider calling Mom and Dad and saying you're gay, he must be something else."


  "Yeah," Josh said helplessly. "He is."


  CHAPTER 5


  Trey came in as quietly as he could. The house was dark and silent. It was still warm outside, and the entry felt chilly with the AC cranked high. Trey closed and locked the door and headed for the stairs. There was a creaking sound from the living room and he froze. As his eyes adapted to the low light, he realized that the dark shape on one end of the couch was Josh.


  Trey sighed and headed over there instead. He'd hoped for more time, for some sleep and the chance to get his head back together, although he wasn't really sure any amount of delay would be enough. So perhaps this was as good a time as any. He seated himself in the recliner. Josh was looking at him, eyes open and tinted blue in the light from the glowing numbers of the digital clock on the DVD player, but he said nothing.


  The silence had stretched for a while before Trey muttered, "I figured you'd be in bed by now."


  "Couldn't sleep. It's pretty late for you to be getting back."


  Trey glanced at his watch, even though he knew perfectly well it was after midnight. "I guess."


  "I was worried. A bit."


  "Sorry." A dozen times he'd pulled his phone out to call Josh or at least text him, and a dozen times he'd stared at the blank screen and put it away.


  Josh shook his head. "You don't really have to check in with me."


  "I was driving around mostly. For hours."


  "Wastes a lot of gas." Josh bit the words off short. Trey could hear the strain in his voice. "Jesus, I don't know what scares me more, still hearing my father's words come out of my own mouth after all these years, or having to call Dad and tell him I'm bi."


  Having to do what? Trey shook his head irritably. "You're not your dad, even if you are a cheap bastard too. And why would you tell him? If the person you eventually fall in love with happens to be a girl you'll never even have to mention it."


  "I didn't fall in love with a girl, though."


  Trey froze. That couldn't mean what it sounded like. It was just stupid unquenchable hope on his part, that bit that had survived his anger and bitterness and frustration and all the hours of driving around convincing himself Josh was still just a friend. The silence dragged out.


  "Trey?" Josh's voice was thin.


  "I'm going to bed," Trey said, standing abruptly. Because he couldn't handle what was coming. He didn't want to hear about Stef or whomever Josh thought he loved. And just as certainly he didn't want to hear Josh suggest they try each other out, for the three days they had left.


  "Wait." Josh's voice held a snap of command, and Trey froze obediently as he had in the past.


  Josh stood slowly and took two steps toward him, close enough that Trey could feel the heat of his body in the chill of the room. He closed his eyes.


  "Trey, I told Felix I was gay."


  "I bet you said bi," Trey snapped without opening his eyes, and then the words sank in. "Shit. You didn't. What did he say? Will he tell your folks?"


  "Okay, yeah, I said bi, but I told him I was involved with a man. And he's okay with it I think."


  Trey felt like he was always a sentence behind in this conversation. "Involved with what man?"


  "I didn't say a name."


  "No, I mean who...?"


  "Jesus, Trey, don't you know? You. I want you. If there's any chance at all."


  Trey just stood there and heard those impossible words echo in his head. For ten years he'd imagined hearing that from Josh, and now he didn't think he believed it. "You never said anything."


  "How could I? Until this afternoon, I figured you would hit the road two minutes after I made a pass at you. If you didn't punch my face in first."


  Okay, maybe that was true, but–"You didn't say it in the loft either."


  "Because you ran away before I got to that part." Josh's voice sharpened. "Dammit, Trey, I barely got through telling you I'd already had a boyfriend and you looked at me like you hated me and ran. When was I supposed to find the right moment to ask you out?"


  "I didn't hate you." That had been pure blinding jealousy. Okay, maybe with some anger because Trey's painful decade-long secret had been dragged out into the light only to find that the drama of the moment had become a farce.


  "Whatever. You glared and you ran. And I've been waiting fucking hours for you to come home."


  "I'm here now." Trey's voice cracked on the last word.


  "Yeah. Look at me though?"


  He forced his eyes open and looked. It was blessedly dim. Josh was just a shadowy bulk, with what light there was behind him. Josh took a half step closer, until they almost touched.


  "Trey, I've missed you so fucking much, for so long. I never said it but... those first months after we moved, I used to cry at night. I pretended I was missing Hannah and home and all. But mainly it was you."


  "I'm sorry." Trey reached out and put a hand on Josh's arm. The heat of solid muscle warmed his palm. "I missed you too." Major understatement. At first his teenage grief and loss had been tempered with a touch of relief. The one good thing about Josh's absence was that Trey could stop pretending and hiding, stop stepping back and shoving his feelings out of sight with Josh inches away and yet completely out of reach. When Josh moved and really was too far away to touch, Trey had thought that would make things easier. It turned out to just be a different kind of hard.


  "I didn't realize back then," Josh said. "I was so blind. I didn't see it even when I was dating Stefan who was dark-haired and a couple of inches taller and smarter than me and almost had me hooked. I didn't realize that I was glad he had a fatal flaw, because then I didn't have to think about why he wasn't enough. He was never going to measure up, because he wasn't you."


  "Bullshit." Trey couldn't believe this, didn't dare. "You never once looked at me like that. Believe me, I'd have known."


  "Not back then, no. I told you, it was buried pretty deep. We were both damned certain we weren't gay." Josh faltered. "Or I was oblivious, and you were forced to lie through your teeth. I'm sorry about that too."


  "Not your fault. Not your doing, that was all me."


  "Tell me that if I hadn't been such a bigot you'd still have stayed in the closet."


  "I still might have." Trey was never sure what had driven him to act like a red-necked straight boy, but the self-loathing had been deep. That was not something he was going to let Josh see tonight. Or maybe ever. "Anyway I can't believe..."


  His words were cut short as Josh reached out and laid a hand against Trey's face. Just the touch of that warm palm on his cheek caught him up short. Very slowly, Josh slid his fingers back into Trey's hair, cupping his skull. Then Josh leaned forward and kissed him.


  Trey closed his eyes and let it happen. If he was dreaming and he was somehow going to pay for this in the aftermath of cold morning light, then so be it; he could no more deny Josh his mouth than he could stop breathing. But Josh didn't demand anything. He brushed Trey's lips softly, followed by light dry kisses that tickled along Trey's jaw and then landed again on his waiting mouth without opening it.


  Trey said roughly, "Is that all you've got?"


  He heard Josh's intake of breath. "No." And then Trey was being taken, aggressively, finally. Josh's hand behind his head clamped to his skull like a vise, and Josh's other arm yanked him in close. Trey's mouth was spread and filled with Josh's tongue. He opened his eyes, because he needed to see Josh too, needed all his senses filled with Josh.


  At this range in the dim light, there was only a blur of tanned skin and dark eyebrow, and the gleam of Josh's grey eyes. Trey wanted to laugh at himself for finding that so wonderful, but he had no breath for laughing and no room in the escalating heat of his body for regret. Josh kissed him as if he was starving, and the hardness of his body pressed to Trey's made the same claim.


  Trey wrenched free and backed up a step.


  Josh stood blinking at him. "What? I'm sorry. You said... I thought you wanted..."


  "I did. I do. Too much." Trey backed up another step so he wouldn't reach for Josh. "So, if it's true confession time. My turn."


  "You don't have to say anything."


  "Shut up." Trey strode over to the window and yanked back the curtain further. The moonlight brightened the room, but he stared out into the yard and didn't look toward Josh. Hard enough to say this without looking at the man. "I can't do this if you're just trying us out. If it's because you haven't got laid in a while and you think a three day fuck with someone handy might scratch the itch." Sure Josh had said the word 'love' that Trey had waited ten years to hear, but Trey didn't dare let himself believe it. This was too close to fantasy, too deep into the aching decade-long desires of his heart. If it went wrong... How many lovers had Josh had in those ten years? How many of them had he said 'love' to? Trey was damned if he was going to be one of them.


  "I don't think of you like that. Dammit, Trey!"


  "But I know you. Well, I thought I did. I guess you're more complicated than I realized, but you like sex. You've had a dozen girls... people who you were fucking that you mentioned in your emails over the years, and probably another dozen I never heard about."


  "Or more. You're not one of them."


  "Not yet. And I won't be. I can't."


  "Trey."


  He took a deep breath and said it in one fast rush. "Josh, damn you, I've been in love with you since we were both thirteen and I can't just be a quick fuck buddy you'll walk away from three days from now."


  Josh's voice shook when he said, "You love me?"


  "I said I'm in love with you, always have been. That's a different thing. I haven't been around you enough in the last eight years to love you right. It's been years since I really knew you, but I could never let you go."


  "I don't want you to let go."


  Trey turned to look at him then. The hopeful, happy look on Josh's face almost hurt. "What do you think this is, Josh? You live on the east coast, I live on the west. We have three more days here on Aunt Julie's farm and then we're going to be three thousand miles apart. This has to be just a summer fling for you." His voice shook on the last words, because despite himself hope was rising like a tide of warmth in him.


  "I'll move," Josh said quickly. "No, really," he plowed on over Trey's snort of disbelief. "I've realized I hate the east coast anyway. Too busy, too loud, too cold in the winter. This is home."


  "You would move back out here just for me?" The last word was a squeak, and Trey was glad the darkness hid his blush. He sounded like a fucking teenage girl.


  "Sure. Hell, I was, I am going to come out to my parents for you. Moving is nothing. Providing I have you. I don't know what to do to convince you of that."


  Trey knew just how bad an idea it was but he said it anyway. "You could kiss me some more."


  "No." Josh's voice was low but firm. "This time you have to kiss me."


  There were eight feet of space between them. Trey had time to change his mind twice as he slowly crossed the distance. But in the end he stood in front of Josh, his Josh, and took his face between both hands and kissed him. This kiss was hot but not as hungry. They took turns with the play of tongues, with tiny nips to lips and neck before meeting again in the kiss. This time when they broke it, Trey leaned against Josh, his head lowered to the curve of Josh's neck. Josh wrapped strong arms around him and they stood there, rocking together slowly.


  Trey could feel Josh's cock hard against his. He breathed in the scent of Josh's neck, moving his lips gently against smooth skin and up to where he could claim the scrape of stubble across his mouth. Josh made a soft sound and pulled him in closer. "Trey? Can we go upstairs?"


  "Don't get mad."


  "What?" Josh sounded wary.


  Trey thought that question should have been What now? and he wouldn't have blamed Josh. But Trey felt like he was way more invested than Josh, invested in all the years and the hiding and lies to his parents and all the world, just to hold onto some scrap of Josh through all that time. He felt like his whole life was hanging on this, where Josh might be just playing with something new. Although if Josh really was coming out to his family that was probably unfair. Definitely unfair, but still Trey couldn't help how he felt. "I want to hold you and kiss you for as long as I can stand it, but I don't want to sleep with you tonight."


  "Why not?" Josh hesitated and then said, "You don't trust me?"


  "I don't trust myself." Trey didn't feel like he could explain it. He just felt a familiar darkness looming, that companion of all the long years when he wanted Josh with a ferocity that was terrifying, and loathed that wanting with equal intensity. He should have been ecstatic right now. Josh was in his arms, asking to take him to bed. It was the stuff of a thousand fantasies. But Trey felt weak and shaken. If this somehow didn't work, if it didn't last, he wasn't sure he would survive giving up his hopes again. "I need a little time. Not because I don't want you." He took Josh's hand off his ass and pressed it over the hard, erect proof of how much he did want the man. "But I need a little time."


  "Okay." Josh seemed to be working hard to hide his disappointment, but it echoed in his voice.


  Trey grabbed him in a tight hug and laid a bruising kiss on his mouth. "Just a little time, I swear." Another hard kiss. "When we finally fuck," and okay, his voice broke on that one too, dammit. "When I have you in my bed I want it to be right. I want to be able to concentrate on you and not be tired and wrung out and dirty and messed up in my head."


  "I don't mind dirty." Trust Josh to fasten on the least important thing. But at least his voice sounded more indulgent now than hurt.


  Trey pulled him into another kiss. They took their time. Josh was clearly trying to convince Trey, with mouth and body and skillful touches of his hands, that his scruples were unnecessary. And the man had accumulated some serious skills in that department. Trey responded in kind, but didn't quite let himself drown in it. Eventually he pulled loose again.


  "Okay. Bed." At the rakish look Josh gave him he emphasized, "Separately. And I want a shower first."


  Josh's eyes tracked down to where Trey's erection was straining painfully against his jeans. "Tell me you're not going to take care of that in the shower. I don't see why you won't let me get on my knees and do it for you."


  Trey's eyes almost crossed at that picture, but he shook his head. "Not yet. Please, Josh."


  He hadn't meant to beg, but it was clearly the right thing, because Josh stopped reaching for him and nodded. "And tomorrow?"


  "What happens, happens."


  Josh's grin was feral in the moonlight. "That sounds like a challenge."


  Trey said tiredly, "It's not meant to be." An acknowledgment of surrender, maybe.


  "I'm sorry." Now Josh did grab him but it was a brusque guy-hug, bracing and comforting. "I'm a selfish bastard with no patience, you know that. Go have your shower. But maybe save me some hot water?"


  "I can do that." Not like it was going to take him more than a couple of minutes to jerk off, once he let himself go.


  The water streamed over Trey's head in a comforting rush. His body throbbed with tension. He was as hard as he'd ever been, and a couple of rough pulls with the image of Josh dropping to his knees was more than enough to make him spill over his fist. Afterward he leaned against the tiles and wondered why the hell he'd opted for that instead of the real thing. Clearly his head was still more screwed up than he thought. He stepped out, dried off, and knocked on Josh's door on the way to his room. "Bathroom's yours."


  Josh called thanks, but didn't open his door until after Trey's was closed. Trey tossed the towel over his pillow for his still-wet hair, and climbed into bed in his boxers. Down the hall he heard the shower come on. He was exhausted and confused, and under that was a terrified elation he was trying not to acknowledge. He lay on the soft sheets, counting his breaths and not letting his thoughts wander, until the water shut off, doors clicked, and the house was still. He stopped counting then, but for a long time afterwards his mind chased the elusive edges of sleep with images of Josh cycling in an endless slideshow through his brain.


  ****


  Josh woke to the early light streaming in his window. He felt unaccountably logy and tired, until a glance at his bedside clock told him it was only six a.m.. He was about to drift back to sleep when his memory caught up with him. He sat up abruptly, unsure whether to cheer, scream or throw up. Had he really outed himself to Felix? And declared his love to Trey? He wasn't sure which one was scarier. No, that was a lie. Trey was definitely scarier, especially if it turned out he really didn't return the feeling. But Trey had said he'd been in love with Josh for years. So surely they could work it out?


  Josh wondered what would happen if he just marched into Trey's room and climbed into bed with him. His dick was very optimistic about that scenario, but his head reminded him he'd promised to give Trey space. That idea seemed dumber than ever in the morning light, especially because their remaining few days together here were getting shorter by the hour. But he'd promised.


  He lay down slowly and deliberately, pulling up the covers. He'd almost managed to find oblivion when his door clicked. He jerked his head up and saw the door gradually swing open. For a long minute Trey just stood in the doorway and they looked at each other. Josh held his breath and let his eyes roam over Trey's body. He'd seen the man almost naked yesterday, wearing nothing but a Speedo and salt water. Yet that was somehow different from having Trey standing in his bedroom door with his dark hair tousled and a pair of blue boxers sagging low on his hips.


  For a minute, Josh was almost intimidated by the perfection of his best friend's body. As teenagers they'd both been skinny and wiry, although fit enough from baseball and swimming and generally horsing around outside. But while Josh had stayed lean, Trey's body showed the effect of some serious gym time. His biceps were rounded, his stomach had the ripples of a six-pack, his thighs were thicker and stronger than Josh's. Trey's pecs were flat and sculpted, his nipples tight brown nubs, and oh, yeah, feeling intimidated was fading fast in a wave of pure unadulterated lust.


  Josh fought it down enough to say, "Trey? Everything okay?"


  Trey stepped inside and closed the door behind him. Silently he walked to the bed and stood looking down at Josh. Josh's eyes couldn't help tracking down to the hard cock tenting those blue boxers but he forced them up to meet Trey's again. Trey said roughly, "Do you still want me?"


  Josh was going to ask what kind of question that was, but Trey's eyes were serious so he said simply, "Yes. Always."


  "Okay." Trey put his hands to his hips and shucked the boxers. His long slender cock bobbed free of its fabric prison. Josh swallowed hard and scooted over to make room in the bed. He flipped the covers back. Trey crawled in and lay on his side looking at Josh, and then leaned forward for a kiss.


  Josh broke all previous self-control records by keeping it short and dry and then backing away enough to say, "Maybe we should talk."


  Trey grinned at him, but the sexy twist of his lips didn't quite match his eyes. "You have me naked and hard in your bed and you want to talk? Are you sure you're gay? I mean, bi?"


  "Oh, I'm sure." Josh slid his hand over that jutting erection, feeling Trey's silky skin, Trey's dick, under his palm. But after one stroke that made Trey shudder he let go again. "I just want to make sure you're not, like, doing this just because I want to."


  Trey took Josh's wrist and lifted his hand back where it had been. "Does that feel like I don't want it?"


  Josh slid his hand slowly up and over. "So what changed since last night?"


  Trey shrugged uncomfortably. "I'm not sure. I guess, I tried to figure out what I was waiting for, what you could do to make me really believe this would work out long term. And I couldn't come up with anything. So I thought, if I was waiting for you to make some gesture even I hadn't thought of, then that was pretty much cutting off my nose to spite my face. Somewhere around four a.m. I decided that the only way I was going to get any sleep was if I just made up my mind to jump your bones in the morning and let whatever happens happen."


  Josh rolled a little further to get both hands into play, stroking Trey's soft furry balls as he pumped him lightly. Trey grunted and spread his legs wider. Josh bent over and kissed him and this time he nudged Trey's mouth open and invaded with his tongue. Josh kissed slowly, making it hot and wet, until Trey was panting. Then Josh looked down at him. He reached across Trey to the nightstand and came back with his cell phone.


  Trey blinked at him. "That's not a condom."


  Josh just smiled and hit send a couple of times. His brother's voice was irritated. "Do you know what time it is?"


  Josh glanced at the clock. "It's eight in the morning in Chicago. What kind of slug are you?"


  "The kind that has the week off and was planning to sleep in every single day."


  Josh hit the speaker button and said, "Hey Felix, remember what I told you yesterday?"


  "About..."


  "About being bi and falling for a man, yeah."


  "Hard to forget," Felix grunted.


  Josh looked over at Trey, whose face was a stunned blank. Josh raised his eyebrows, and said, "It's pretty serious."


  "Well I figured," Felix returned. "Or you wouldn't have even brought up the subject. What do you need? I told you, I'm not gonna help you tell Mom and Dad."


  "Do you want to know who he is?"


  Trey went pale and shook his head violently. On the phone Felix said, "Do I know him?"


  "Yeah, never mind," Josh said. "I really called to find out if you know when Mom and Dad get back to civilization."


  "Saturday afternoon. You're seriously going to tell them?"


  Josh couldn't help the stutter of panic in his chest but he said, "Yeah. First chance I get."


  "Better go home first and get anything you don't want to see on a bonfire."


  Josh sighed. "I don't think there's anything I can't live without."


  "Well, I get dibs on your snowboards then."


  "Shit, are those still there?" Well, it wasn't as if he was going to do a lot of boarding if he moved to L.A.. "Hell, yeah, knock yourself out."


  "Josh." Felix's voice got slow and serious. "Are you sure this guy is worth it? You can't take this back once you tell Mom."


  "I'm sure," Josh said, his eyes on Trey. "I'd tell the whole world about him." So there, Trey, your turn to ante up.


  Even with that thought, he was startled when Trey reached out and took the phone from his hand. Trey's voice was so unlike himself that even Josh would have had a hard time identifying his shaky, "Hello, Felix."


  "Um, who is this?"


  Josh could almost see the thought of one last chance to back out flash across Trey's face before he said, "It's Trey. Holgersen."


  "Trey? Holy shit, Trey? You mean, you and Josh...?"


  "Yeah. Me and Josh."


  "Wow. Shit. I mean, don't get me wrong, I'm just surprised."


  "I'm sorry. I'll understand if you don't like it."


  "I didn't say that." Josh heard Felix's voice get that little drawl he used to cover emotions. "It's just unexpected. But if Josh can be gay, I don't see why you can't. You do know our mom will hit the roof though? Maybe you can persuade Josh to keep quiet for a while."


  Trey's eyes met his and Josh shook his head firmly.


  "I don't think I can do that," Trey said.


  "Damn." There was a moment of silence. "You'll be around for him afterward?"


  "As long as he wants me."


  "Okay. Okay, give me back to Josh again."


  Trey handed the phone back. Josh left the speaker on. No secrets here.


  Felix said, "Hey, big brother."


  "Hey."


  "So, you really love him?"


  "I really do."


  "I didn't even know you guys were spending time together again. You used to be inseparable but... were you, you know, back then?"


  "This is new," Josh said steadily. "Or at least, I didn't know it back then."


  "Mm. Well, I don't really want to get involved, but if you need to talk to someone after Dad stabs you in the gut and Mom burns you in effigy you can call me."


  "Thanks." He meant that sincerely. "Really, thanks, Felix. It means a lot."


  "Yeah, well, it's a weird fucking world. If you take up decorating or ballroom dancing I don't want to hear about it."


  "No problem. Thanks again. Go back to sleep."


  "Like that's happening. Bastard." Felix's voice cut off and the phone went silent.


  Josh set it on the bedside table and raised an eyebrow at Trey. Trey's erection had dropped to half-mast during the phone call but as Josh looked him over that pretty dick began to revive. Josh smiled. Trey said, "You actually have condoms somewhere?"


  "I'm sure there's a couple in my bag."


  "Why don't you go get one and then come here and fuck me?"


  Josh bit his lip because there was his other elephant, tap dancing around the room. Instead of saying no, he said, "Why rush? I want to taste every inch of you."


  "Or maybe you could taste every inch of me," Trey agreed. He ran a finger up his cock, which hardened more at his touch. "Especially these seven inches."


  "Don't tell me you measured." Josh laid a palm on Trey's chest over his nipple and felt the nub tighten under his hand.


  "Doesn't every guy?" Trey's breath caught as Josh kneaded his chest, bringing his second hand to join the first, pinching at both nipples. "Oh yeah, nice."


  Josh gave him a light shove. "Lie down flat. I was serious. I want to lick you all over."


  "An offer I can't... ah... refuse." Trey gasped as Josh slid his hands up to pin his shoulders to the bed and leaned in to lick slowly up Trey's neck.


  "Mm." Josh hummed against Trey's skin, brushing his lips over the textures of Trey, interspersed with little flicks of his tongue. He took his time, mapping this new, mature body of his best friend. A couple of times, he had a moment of disbelief, a moment when he brushed his cheek against Trey's hair, or looked up from biting his lover's chest to meet his eyes, and thought, Wait, this is Trey! But as he became immersed in the smells and textures of the man, the strangeness vanished. This was Trey, and this was home.


  He was only half-hard himself. His whole attention was on this odd warmth building in him, affection, completion, and the near-desperate need to please and satisfy Trey. He slid lower, straddling Trey's thighs and took Trey's cock in his mouth, sucking hard to make a tight space for that sweet invasion. Slowly, bobbing wetly up and down, he relaxed his mouth and throat and let Trey in.


  Trey's hands landed on his head as Josh began to suck him off in earnest. "Wait." Trey's voice was hoarse. "Gonna come if you don't slow down."


  "Good," Josh mumbled around a mouth wonderfully full.


  "But you..."


  Nope. Josh put everything he had into it, using his tongue and mouth with wild abandon to the job of getting Trey Holgersen to lose his mind. Trey was whimpering continuously and shoving his cock almost violently into Josh's mouth by the time Josh was ready to change positions.


  He pulled off, ignoring Trey's gasp of, "Fuck, don't stop." Grabbing Trey's legs he pulled him to the edge of the bed, spread him wide and dropped to his knees at the bedside. In this position he had access to every inch of Trey. He forced those hard thighs wider and used his fingers to stroke Trey's balls and press against his perineum while he licked and nipped and finally sucked Trey back in deep. He found a rhythm, of hands and mouth and breath, in low moans and firm touches and the wet, sloppy slide of lips on hard flesh.


  He'd meant this to be just about Trey, but kneeling here, immersed in the man, Josh was suddenly more aroused than he'd ever been in his life. He thrust his hips helplessly forward, humping the nubby fabric of the dangling bedspread as he began deep fast strokes that had them both grunting in rhythm. Josh could feel his climax already close, and he held his breath, determined to force it back. He'd had lots of girls and not a few guys, and none of then had done this to them. Not one of those pretty, agile, talented lovers had made him almost lose himself so fast with almost no touch. It was the sight of Trey, his Trey, that was pulling him to the brink. His Trey naked and gasping, his body curled for Josh to take, his face open and needy and flushed with wanting Josh.


  Josh's sounds matched Trey's shortening breath, climbing fast. Trey gave a whimper and spread his legs wider, stretching down to clamp his fingers on Josh's head, demanding still more speed. Josh suddenly needed to look at Trey, almost more than he needed to come. He jerked out of Trey's grasp, pulling his mouth up and off, with as much suction as he could get, and closed his fingers around Trey instead in frantic rhythm. Kneeling higher, he dropped his other hand to his own cock, as he stared at Trey's flushed face, rolling side to side on the pillow.


  Trey's eyes snapped open, staring right into Josh's. Then he cried out softly, almost in wonder, and spilled into Josh's hand and over his own chest in pulses of milky cum. Josh managed three more hard pulls on his cock before the sight and sound of Trey's pleasure did him in, and he felt the sizzling fire of his own release. He shook, gasping, hips shuddering in against the edge of the bed, pinned in place by the intensity of his pleasure. He dropped his face to the hollow of Trey's hip, nuzzling into the silky, sticky skin there. Vaguely he was aware of Trey's hands rubbing over his head and Trey's voice murmuring his name over and over.


  Slowly the spasms left Josh and he sagged, sliding to sit on the floor. Trey's thighs eased down too. After a moment, Josh hauled himself up on the bed to stretch out, draped along the length of Trey's body. Trey wrapped his arms around Josh and gathered him in. Josh lowered his face to the crook of Trey's neck and let himself lie there, held and surrounded by Trey, with the man's hair in his face and the smell of sweaty male skin in his nose and the sound of Trey's rough breaths slowly steadying down beside his ear. A week ago he could not have imagined this. Now it was all he wanted.


  "Wow," Trey eventually whispered.


  "Oh, yeah."


  "That was incredible. You are bar none the most talented guy to have ever sucked me into oblivion."


  Josh hoped that was true, but he said, "Maybe it's just been a while for you." He didn't want to know, except dammit he did. He kept his face against Trey's neck.


  "More than a year. But I still have to say, no one has ever made it feel like that. Holy God. If I didn't want to rip them limb from limb for touching you, I would thank your previous lovers."


  "Mm." Josh would have liked to have left it there. But he could hear the question lurking behind the little rise in Trey's voice, and he was determined to play fair. "Only about three weeks for me. But she was just a one-night stand. There's been no one special for a long time, at least a year. And no guys for almost two years."


  "So the last serious one was a girl?"


  "Yeah. Linda. I told you about her. And she wasn't really serious. More like comfortable." Josh had never taken her home to his parents. He'd never taken any of them home. He felt a little pain in his chest to realize that the one person he did want to bring with him would never be allowed in the door unless they lied through their teeth about what they were to each other.


  "But you're really sure you don't want to go the easy route, have a wife, maybe kids someday."


  "Jesus. No. As soon as I get my breath back I'll prove it to you some more, if you want me too."


  "I'm not sure I can take more right now." Trey squirmed onto his side and reached for the box of tissues. They each managed a half-hearted mop up. Then Trey tossed his handful over his shoulder and doubled a pillow up under his head. Josh rolled up next to him so they could talk face to face. Trey threw a leg over Josh's thigh and laced their fingers together, pulling Josh's hand against his chest. Trey met Josh's eyes and then dropped his gaze to their linked hands. He raised Josh's fingers to his lips and pressed a kiss home. He took a deep breath. "This still doesn't feel real, you know. I've imagined it for so long, it's like some kind of delusional fantasy."


  Josh tried to keep it light. "I've always thought you were kind of deluded."


  "If I'm deluded, then I'm going to wake up back in my condo, eating two dozen cookies all by myself while you run Aunt Julie's store here on your own."


  "Not a chance." Josh shuddered at the thought. "You're sane, completely sane, and you'll be manning the cash register in a couple of hours."


  Trey chuckled, He moved a little closer and let go of Josh's hand to trace lightly over his shoulder and arm. "Now what?"


  "Before or after I make you pass out from the next best blow job of your life?"


  "Boasting much?"


  "Try me."


  "Ngh." Josh noticed that little grunt of Trey's was accompanied by a definite twitch of renewed interest. But Trey added, "I meant later."


  "Today's Friday. Aunt Julie and Uncle Ted get back Sunday morning. My flight out of L.A. is Sunday evening."


  "Doesn't give us much time."


  "So we won't waste it. And then we'll figure something long-term out. I swear, this won't be all there is."


  Trey nodded slowly. Josh wasn't sure the man was convinced they were in this to stay. For all Trey's talk of loving Josh since they were kids, Trey kept backing off. Josh needed to convince him that this was it. This wasn't some whim or new attraction but a kind of coming home for Josh too. It had to be, to make him feel like nothing else in the world mattered. Sure they had differences, sure there would be obstacles, but since he'd said those words to Trey that he'd never said to anyone else, even Stef, Josh had been certain. Loving Trey, knowing this was it, had centered Josh right in the heart of the universe. Now he just needed Trey to be as sure.


  He didn't know what else he could say, or do. Coming out to his parents would no doubt help, but he felt a little ill at the thought. He would do it, but he was so, so glad they would have a couple of days of peace first. For right now, all he could think of was to slide down in the bed and lay a kiss on the sticky head of Trey's dick where it lay against his thigh. Trey made a quiet sound and laid his hands lightly back on Josh's head. Trey's dick wasn't hard, and that was good. Josh took the whole of it in his mouth, rolling warm soft flesh over his tongue. But it wasn't long before Trey responded to that touch and Josh had to come up for air. He kissed Trey's wrist and then the fuzzy curve of his thigh. Then Josh reached back in memory for all the other things Stefan had taught him in almost a year together, to make good on his boast about the second blowjob.


  CHAPTER 6


  Trey looked around and caught sight of Josh over by the china cabinets, showing a customer the clever inserts in a silverware drawer. Josh looked so damned good. They'd managed two rounds of hot hungry-mouthed sex, the second a long, slow exchange of pleasure that finished up even more explosive than the first time, and yet all that hadn't done anything to assuage the heat he felt every time he looked at Josh. Even in a pair of cheap slacks and a basic button-down, Josh pulled Trey's attention like a magnet. The way he was standing, bent over just enough to outline the curve of his ass through the khaki– damn. Trey tried to adjust himself unobtrusively. As if drawn by Trey's gaze, Josh looked up and their eyes met. That teasing little smile said Josh had noticed the awkward way Trey was sitting. And liked it. Damn.


  Trey got back to his feet. The store had been busy all day. There weren't a lot of customers but the ones who were there seemed to be in search of their personal holy grails, and then determined to bargain until the cows came home to get a few pennies off the price. When you were buying a chipped enamel pot for two dollars, why it was worth ten minutes to try to get fifty cents knocked off was beyond him. Maybe it was the entertainment value, or the rush of getting the better of the young whippersnapper behind the counter. It was their loss that this whippersnapper didn't actually care whether the pot got sold, and could just hold the line. He'd found most of them eventually made the purchase at the full price anyway.


  The afternoon was dragging on. He and Josh hadn't had a real private moment since they had sucked each other crazy and then rushed through separate showers. Josh hadn't been lying about his oral skills. He might not have been the most technically skilled lover Trey had ever had, but he came close. The fact that this was Josh, paying sweet, rapt attention that said Trey's pleasure was the most vital thing to him– that was infinitely sexier than any other guy with an agile tongue and no gag reflex. Trey had finally come so hard he'd almost passed out. And then it had been his turn to see how hard he could make Josh finish. At the end, when Josh had been begging and shaking, Josh had reached down and tried to pull Trey's mouth off him to come. But Trey had just swallowed him down, loving the tastes and sound and smells of Josh coming deep in his throat.


  Josh got all worried and insisted he would get tested again the instant he got home. Trey'd pointed out the tiny amount of risk, promised to test again too even if he hadn't fucked around the way Josh had, and shut him up with a kiss. They'd lain there, their bodies twined in a tight embrace. Trey had felt loved and taken and filled with Josh's cum, and nothing was going to spoil that moment. They'd drifted, getting close to sleep together, until the pony's whinny from the field reminded them that chores and work awaited.


  Trey sighed and stepped closer to the display counter. Just thinking about being in bed with Josh was making him hard again. He'd been very glad of the concealment of the waist-high wooden case all day. But despite the sweetness of their morning together, and that undeniable heat, he was also still floating on an air of unreality. This was his fantasy from high-school and college and all the years afterward. I meet Josh somewhere, and he reveals to me that he's gay too, and he's really always loved me. He kisses me and says we'll be together forever. After tenth grade he'd added the sucks me until I explode part, and hey, they'd done that too. But Trey still couldn't make himself quite believe it.


  He turned to the customer who was tapping on the case, asking about the amethyst rings. Trey didn't know amethyst from coal, but he pulled out the tray and let her look through it. Amethyst appeared to be purple. Lavender even. Who knew. Should he pick out an amethyst ring for Josh and ask the man to wear it? Would that make it sink in?


  He snorted at himself, and the customer looked up at him in surprise, then hastily put back the ring she'd been inspecting and picked up the previous one. Oops, sorry lady. It's not you, it's me. He held back another snort. Don't scare off the customers.


  By the time they closed the doors he was exhausted and restless, which wasn't a good combination. He stepped out into the cooling daylight and waited for Josh to set the alarm and lock up behind them. Clouds had moved in but there were still a couple of hours before sundown. "We should go somewhere," he said.


  Josh stared at him. "I was thinking chores, grabbing a bite, and flipping a coin between your bed and mine."


  That sounded good too, but Trey shook his head. "I don't want to just head back to bed with you."


  "I don't get it." Josh tentatively touched his arm. "I thought after this morning, we were good."


  Trey caught Josh's fingers in a firm grip, glanced around the empty parking area, and then moved that warm strong hand to his ass. He put his hand flat over Josh's to keep it there. "We are. I do want you. Hell, you know that, you've been laughing at me popping a boner all day. But I don't want this to be about sex, or at least not just about sex. We have two days and I feel like I hardly know you."


  "We've been together almost a week. We've talked about a lot of shit."


  "The unimportant stuff, yeah." Trey shrugged. "Or maybe it is important to know that you love the Mets and you still drink your coffee black and that you are still cheaper than dirt even though you don't agree with your father about much of anything else. But that's not all I want to know."


  Josh rubbed Trey's ass with gentle circles and moved in closer. "Ask me then."


  "Not here. Not now. Fuck." Trey turned away. "I'm turning into such a girl. I don't know what I want. All I know is you still seem like the guy in my fantasies, the one who will give me that happy ever after with rainbows and balloons. It can't be real. I don't know how to make it feel real."


  Josh let go of his ass and ran a hand over his own short hair. "I don't either. It feels real enough to me. I could suck you again; I guarantee it wouldn't feel like rainbows."


  Trey shook his head even as his cock hardened optimistically at the thought. "I'm not sure that would help. My dick already believes in you. It's the rest of me that isn't sure."


  "Maybe your first idea was right. We should pack a couple of sandwiches and go somewhere and talk. Or do you want to go eat in a restaurant, and be out together? I could kiss you in front of the waitresses. Would that help?"


  Trey punched him in the ribs lightly. "Get serious."


  "I was. I want to know what you need. I came out to Felix. I'll come out to my folks as soon as they get back. I'll come out to the world for you."


  "Holy shit." Trey suddenly couldn't get his breath. All kinds of images were flashing through his imagination and none of them were good.


  "What?" Josh took his arm. "What did I say?"


  "You're really going to come out to your parents?"


  "Did you think I was lying to Felix?"


  "I thought... I don't know, I figured you'd want more time, maybe see how things worked out, before taking that kind of step."


  "I don't need more time to be sure about us," Josh said, and then his expression got closed and rigid. "Unless you do."


  "No. God no." Trey turned back and leaned down to hide his face against Josh's shoulder. Josh's arms came round him comfortingly. Trey whispered, "For ten years the thing I was most afraid of in all the world was you finding out I was gay and had a crush on you. I took three fucking unnecessary trips to Pittsburgh so as not to be in town when you were, because I didn't dare be around you. I stopped calling you because I couldn't control my voice, I reread my emails three times before sending, I invented blond girls with big tits..."


  "You intentionally went to Pittsburgh?" Josh interrupted.


  "We have a supplier there. It was believable."


  "You couldn't go to, like, Vegas, and just tell me you were in Pittsburgh?"


  "No." Trey closed his eyes and pressed his face harder against Josh's skin.


  Josh rubbed his cheek up and down against Trey's hair. "We have been fucked up, haven't we?"


  "Mostly me."


  "Only because I didn't realize what I was missing. You were ahead of me. Anyway I was fucked up in other ways."


  Trey choked a laugh. It wasn't funny, but it felt that way.


  Josh pushed him gently upright. "Look. I'll feed the critters. You make some sandwiches, because yours are better. Pack some beer and stuff and we'll go to the beach."


  "Okay." That was damned familiar too, following Josh's lead, and it felt right.


  Josh drove them back to the beach they had found on the Fourth. There were still a few cars in the lot, but the cloud cover and rising wind had chased off most of the swimmers. Josh grabbed the fabric cooler with the beer, slung the strap over his shoulder, and headed for the steps down to the sand, leaving Trey to come along behind him with the food. Josh waited at the foot of the stairs for Trey to catch up. As Trey stepped down onto the beach, Josh cupped Trey's head in one hand and drew him in for a kiss. Trey couldn't help stiffening for a moment, but then he relaxed into it. So good.


  Josh slipped off his sneakers and tied the laces to the cooler. He hefted it in invitation for Trey to do the same thing. The sand was cool against Trey's bare feet and the waves on the rocks crashed and drained with rhythmic voices as they walked along. Their sneakers bumped against each other, dangling from the cooler above Josh's hip. Bumping uglies. Trey wasn't sure where the phrase came from but it was oddly reassuring to see his new shoes next to Josh's battered ones. He leaned in until their arms brushed together too.


  There were still several couples sitting on the beach, hanging out on sandy towels waiting for the sunset. A woman jogged easily along the water, her yellow Lab panting happily at her side. A family with three young boys was trying vainly to corral children, toys, towels and cooler for the trip back up the stairs. Josh said, "Let's walk further down past the rocks."


  The curve of sandy shore petered out into tumbled fingers of stone and scrub. Josh handed Trey his sneakers and they put shoes back on and then climbed over the barriers. It was rough going, with the rounded sandstone ridged and furrowed by sharper slabs. Trey stumbled as his foot caught in a crevice, and swore as he felt the rasp of stone against his ankle. Josh caught his arm and steadied him. "Go back?"


  "Not yet," Trey grunted. A dozen steps later it was his turn to catch Josh and he almost reconsidered. Then the boulders spaced out enough to cradle a tiny arc of beach. Between the rough fingers of rock extending into the waves, the little bay sat calm and deserted, just fifteen feet of dry sand lying between wiry weeds and the rolling crash and ebb of the breakers.


  "Wow, not bad." Josh lowered the cooler.


  "Did you know this was here?"


  "Nope, I just hoped for something more private."


  Trey kicked off his sneakers and walked into the water until it hissed and curled around his feet. The ebbing waves tugged the sand out from under his toes as if trying to pull him off balance. The salt stung in the scrape on his ankle. He bent and inspected the damage. It was superficial, and he splashed water on it to get rid of the blood, ignoring the little jolt of pain.


  He turned back to the beach. Josh had pulled a thin towel out of the top of the cooler and spread it out above the highest reach of the waves. He took a beer from the cooler and held it out toward Trey. Trey paused in the shallow water to just look at the man and the beach, the smooth sand at his feet, the scrubby trees behind him moving in the strengthening breeze, the mellow light of evening on Josh's face.


  "What?"


  "Nothing." Trey took the few steps back and accepted the beer. He glanced down at the towel. "That's a pretty poor excuse for a beach towel."


  "It fit in the cooler. I figured we'd want to sit close together anyway."


  Trey laughed, popped his beer can and took a long draught, before lowering himself onto the thin terrycloth. Josh sat beside him, their hips a scant inch from touching. Trey opened the paper bag with the sandwiches. They were only a little battered from being smacked against the rocks in the scramble. He handed one to Josh and they ate silently, in appropriate appreciation for the locally-baked dense chewy bread, the salty ham, sharp cheddar, and good mustard. Each bite grounded Trey, making him feel a little less hollow and off balance. Eventually he finished the last crust, crumpled the bag into his pocket and wrapped his fingers around his beer. Beside him Josh licked his fingers, but it seemed unconscious, not a come-on. Didn't stop it from being sexy though. Trey bumped their shoulders together, and Josh glanced at him, then smiled and picked up his own beer.


  They both looked out over the water, drinking the smooth bitter brew. The clouds were thick and grey, but suddenly a line of gold peeked through, catching the tops of the waves to fire. Then with another gust of the breeze it was gone again. Trey shivered, and Josh's arm came around his shoulders. Trey leaned into Josh's side.


  "Remember tenth grade, September?" Josh's voice was almost too low to be heard. "We used to come down to the beach and drink beer then."


  "I remember." They'd come back from Aunt Julie's farm with some of the mad and sad worked out of them, but school had been hard. Everyone knew about Felix, and there were some of the guys who were angry on Coach's behalf, claiming the whole story was made up or that Felix had asked for it. Others who were just assholes threw the words "fag" and "cocksucker" around to stir up shit and get Josh mad. Felix ended up having to be driven to a new middle school across town, but Trey and Josh still had to go back to their old high school. Almost every week they got into a fight with someone who called Felix a faggot or a liar or both. It had been a long, long year.


  "I was so glad it was the two of us together. I don't think I'd have survived without you."


  "Not if you'd jumped Donny O'Reilly by yourself, you wouldn't have."


  "Yeah." Josh took another sip of beer. Trey could hear him swallow.


  Josh drained his can and took another, without moving his arm from around Trey's shoulders. "How did you do it, Trey?"


  "Do what?"


  "How could you stand to be with me while I called people like you every bad name under the sun? When I didn't fight Donny because he called gay people faggots but because he dared to suggest my brother was one of them?"


  Trey shifted uncomfortably. "I guess I just put things in separate boxes. I locked the gay part of me up pretty tight. I decided I would just not be gay."


  "You can't just decide..."


  "I fucking know that, right? But mostly it worked. Until I got alone with you, I would fool myself and pretend I wanted to be best buds, when all the time I was dying for you to touch me. Being alone with you was wonderful but it was damned hard."


  "Shit." Josh hugged him closer and drank the rest of his beer in one long swallow. He reached for the cooler again.


  "You chug too many of those and you'll have to put up with me driving home. And you know how much you love letting me behind the wheel."


  "Maybe I'll be too drunk to care."


  "Something to look forward to."


  Josh shook his head and opened a third beer but he only took a small sip. "You said you had questions, things you wanted to know. So ask."


  Trey let his questions run through his head. His own beer was getting warm and he finished it. Josh quietly handed him another. Questions. What did I used to wish I could ask in college, wish I could climb through the computer screen and find out on the other end?


  He'd wanted to know everything really. He'd wanted to know about every girl who'd smiled Josh's way and every guy he'd tossed a baseball around with and every time Josh was homesick and thought about his old friends. He'd once done a computer search with Josh's name and the name of that New York high-school, looking for him. He'd spent hours staring at the class picture someone had posted, wondering which of those smiling guys had replaced him in Josh's life. But that was back when he was a teenager and obsessed. He hadn't been that much of a stalker in... well, okay he'd been still something of a stalker. Just one who didn't give in to the temptation as often. So what did he want to know now?


  "How did you find out you were bi? You always liked girls, a lot. I have a hard time figuring out how you started letting yourself look at guys." He'd wanted to be Josh's first guy, dammit. Of course that was stupid, because if Josh hadn't already known he was bi before yesterday, they would never have made it this far. But imagining college-age Josh with another guy, having man-on-man sex while all that time Trey had been so resolutely pretending to be straight whenever they talked– that was hard.


  Josh sighed. "You won't get jealous?"


  "No promises." Trey moved out of the circle of Josh's arms and stretched out on his stomach on the sand, chin in his hands, looking at Josh. "Although my body believes I'm yours now."


  "You are." Josh's intensity was almost comical. He leaned over to kiss Trey hard.


  It was a very good kiss, but Trey resisted the impulse to get distracted. He shoved Josh back gently. "Talk to me."


  "Um. So, being bi. It was in college, junior year. I'd had a girlfriend off and on through sophomore year."


  "Claire," Trey supplied, and then blushed.


  But Josh looked delighted. "You remember! Yeah, Claire. Man, she was work. Hot as hell though." He paused. "Sorry. Not as hot as you."


  "Just get on with it Mr. Bi-guy."


  "Yeah, well, I had fun with Claire but everything was a drama. If I brought her flowers I was trying to bribe her and if I didn't I was ignoring her. If I so much as looked at her roommate I was thinking about cheating on her, but if I didn't then I was dissing her best friend. The sex was about all that kept us together. Every time I'd try to break up she would cry and panic and tell me how much she loved me. I got a job out of state that summer mostly to make it easy to leave her behind. I just stopped answering her emails, let us drift apart."


  "Poor girl."


  "Say what?"


  "Never mind. So you dumped the girl."


  "Yeah. When I came back in the fall, I moved into a house with four other guys. I knew one of them already from class, but the others were seniors. One of them was Stefan."


  "Your Stef." Trey was no longer so sure he wanted to hear this but he had asked.


  "Yeah. Long story short..."


  "Good plan," Trey growled.


  Josh laughed. "Anyway, we got drunk together one night and ended up with him sucking me off. And I have never come as hard as I did looking down at Stef with his mouth around my cock."


  "Never?" Trey faked a hurt look.


  "At the time. Until now. Fuck you."


  "Sounds like a plan." They stared at each other in the deepening twilight. The heat of expectation seemed to pull Trey forward. Those were the mouth and the hands and the body of his polar north and he was dragged toward Josh. Only the fact that he was lying prone and it would be an effort to get up kept him from closing the distance. Instead he said, "Go on."


  "The next day I freaked. I pretended it never happened. But by then I already knew a couple of other gay guys. I'd known Stef was gay. It wasn't this horrible idea. And a couple of weeks later we got drunk again. By the end of the term I was spending a lot of time with Stef without having to be drunk, and I wasn't even looking for a girl. He was fun and smart and totally crazy in bed. But he told me up front he was never going to be a one-man kind of guy."


  "Did you want him to be?" Trey held his breath, because this was the question he'd wanted to ask. Are you settling for me? Am I just conveniently here instead of some other lover you couldn't have?


  Josh shook his head slowly. "At the time I thought so. We were together for almost a year, and for half of it I was exclusive. But in retrospect I wasn't as jealous of his other guys as I should have been. I was mad that they were taking up his time when he could have been with me, but it didn't bother me to think about them fucking him."


  "And Linda?" Was it better or worse to think about Josh with a girl? Trey wasn't sure.


  "She was sweet and nice. She was as close to the girl I could take home to mother as I was ever going to get. But I got bored. In bed and out. I was never going to have to keep her from jumping out of a hayloft."


  "I'm not sure that's the best example to use."


  "Climbing the water tower then."


  Trey couldn't help grinning. "The whole town read about Donny O'Reilly wetting his bed in glorious six-foot letters."


  "You were a maniac." Josh leaned his chin on his knees and looked at Trey. His smoke-grey eyes looked dark in the fading light. "I wasn't really jealous with Stef or Linda. But I'm finding I'm jealous of every man who ever touched you. But I still want to know. After all that shit we went through, how did you manage to come out okay? Was it counseling, or really just a guy?"


  Trey hesitated, watching the shifting of the filtered sunset light flickering in Josh's eyes. "I thought you brought us out here so I could ask my questions."


  "I don't think getting to know each other goes just one way."


  "Yeah, but your crap sounds like it was easy." It was a good thing Trey had his eyes fixed on Josh, or he might have missed the flinch. Trey said slowly, "It wasn't really that easy, was it?"


  Josh's head shake was just one millimeter past nothing.


  "Linda or Stef? Or someone else?"


  "Stef. I might have condensed things a bit."


  "You want to uncondense them?"


  "Hell no. When did we become the kind of guys who needed to talk about our feelings anyway?"


  "About the time you decided to say you loved me forever with two days left in our vacation."


  "Some vacation." Josh closed his eyes for a moment and then turned away from Trey to look out to sea. Trey rolled to his knees to look too.


  The last moments of light played their way out between the layers of cloud. A hint of rose or a wash of crimson would just brush the edge of the sky for a moment and then fade, as if the sunset was trying to give them one last show before the dusk closed down. Now and then the darkening waves tossed back the color as they rolled in. The wind pulled foam off the breakers in ribbons of white, dimming to grey as the light died.


  Trey moved behind Josh, sitting back on his heels with his legs spread to enclose Josh between his thighs. He wrapped both arms across Josh's chest. After a second of tension, Josh leaned back into his hold and tipped his head against Trey's shoulder.


  Trey said, "Stef?"


  "What I told you was true, about the beginning and the end. I might have left stuff out of the middle." Trey stayed quiet and Josh put a hand over Trey's arm where it crossed his pecs, and took a breath. "There was a bit in there when I thought maybe I was really in love and for a while he did try to be only with me."


  "What happened?"


  Josh shifted against him. "It's embarrassing, okay?"


  "You don't have to tell me."


  "I didn't like it."


  After the silence had dragged on more than long enough Trey prompted him, "Like what?"


  "Some of the sex he wanted. This was before Felix was in college, when my little brother was still pretty messed up. Mom would tell me about his nightmares and how he'd gained a whole ton of weight and stuff. Anyway, maybe it's an excuse but what happened to him kind of screwed me up too."


  "It's not an excuse. It messed up all of us," Trey breathed in his ear. "Go on."


  "So it wasn't this big thing but we wanted different stuff in bed because he loved to bottom and he got mad that I didn't really like to fuck him, that it didn't make me hard, and Stef started looking elsewhere again and this is so fucking embarrassing I can't believe I'm willing to tell you this except it must prove that I love you..."


  Trey leaned forward awkwardly and caught enough of the corner of Josh's mouth in a kiss to shut him up. Then he said into Josh's ear, "The first time Charlie deep-throated me, I almost threw up."


  Josh turned so abruptly their cheeks came together with a painful thump. Trey winced back, loosening his hold, but Josh's hands clamped over his arms, holding them in place. Josh settled again, carefully looking away from Trey and said, "Charlie?"


  "He was kind of my Stef. Well, not really, because I never came that close to falling in love with him. But he was a great guy. He was older than me. He worked as a mechanic for ten years before he got his GED and started working himself through college, where I met him. He picked me up over a lunch in the student union; he knew somehow I was gay when I still wasn't owning it. God, he was patient. We went out for months before we got beyond hand jobs and some frotting. And like I said, on that first blow job, I looked down at him with my dick stuffed way down his throat and it was a disaster. The second one was pretty awesome though."


  "But you never fell for him?"


  "Not all the way. I think I was too young for him. He healed me and took care of me, but I wasn't ready to be a real partner to him." And he wasn't you. It was somewhere around the one year mark with Charlie that Trey had let himself admit how much each tiny contact with Josh meant. Acknowledged the fact that he spent twice as long composing a weekly email to Josh as he did writing a term paper or making love with Charlie. He'd thought it was futile and idiotic, but he'd admitted it.


  It was getting cool now, with the wind gusting and the sun lost over the edge of the world. But Josh just settled back against Trey, and Trey eased down onto the sand more comfortably, completely willing to just stay there and share body heat. Josh grabbed another beer and popped the top. Trey said mildly, "I guess I'm driving."


  "I can handle four beers."


  "You might still blow over the limit if we get pulled over."


  Josh grunted and took a long drink.


  Trey said carefully, "What about the other guys after Stef? Did things get better? In bed, I mean."


  "There weren't any for a couple of years." Josh ran his tongue around the opening of the beer can. Trey wondered if the sexy move was deliberate or unconscious; whichever, it was making his pants tighter. He shifted slightly behind Josh.


  "The next guy I was with was Bran," Josh continued reflectively. "By the time I met him Felix was a freshman and had a girlfriend and was coming out of his shell. His last therapist was good, or maybe it was just the effects of time. Felix had even told me about this guy on his dorm floor who was gay and how no one cared, including him. So I was in a good place when I met Bran. And he was all about the oral, didn't care if we never did anything else. He was a sweet guy, if not all that bright. Just easy to be with. We had fun for a few months, until he got transferred to Albuquerque. And there have been a few since then. A lot more girls, though."


  Trey decided that was probably quite enough. He'd wanted to know, but hearing Josh talk casually about the guys he'd fucked was either revving Trey up or making him mad, or maybe both. His heart rate was up and he felt warm despite the breeze. He bent to nip at the rim of Josh's ear. "I think I need a demonstration that you're over your anxiety."


  Josh twisted to turn the move into an open-mouthed kiss. For uncounted moments Trey tried to show Josh with his lips and tongue and breath how close he wanted to be. Josh was panting hard by the time they separated.


  "Home," Josh said. "Bed. Where I can show you better."


  "So... how relaxed about things are you? Do you want to have my ass or does that still bother you?"


  "It doesn't bother me, really, but I think... I'd rather have you fuck me."


  Trey had been leaning away, reaching to zip up the cooler, but at that he froze. After a moment he finished stowing the empties and zipping up the lid. He stood and nudged Josh's hip with his foot. "Get off the towel. I want to shake the sand out of it."


  Josh stood too and stepped back. Trey bent and picked up the towel. The wind caught it, swirling the fabric in his hands. He snapped it a couple of times to clean it, and then grabbed one corner and popped Josh's butt with it. Josh jumped in surprise and then glared at him. "What the hell was that?"


  Trey shrugged. He was caught between wanting and not being sure what that offer of Josh's meant. He really, really wouldn't object to fucking Josh. He was iron hard just at the thought. But Josh said, I think, and there had been no hint in all that back-story whether Josh had ever spread his ass for anyone before. Trey couldn't read his voice, but there had been an odd quality to it, and he didn't want to be handed the chance to top because Josh was making some kind of sacrifice. If Trey was smart he would just ask out loud, Are you sure you want to bottom for me? But right now the question stuck in his throat. There were still a lot of unknowns between them, to top off the old painful history. Trey decided he wanted to have this discussion behind a locked door on semi-clean sheets, when he could do something about all the ways it made him feel.


  "Come on," he said. "We should head back before it gets really dark or one of us will end up carrying the other home with a sprained ankle."


  Trey slung the cooler over his own shoulder and led the way back towards the rocky scramble that lay between them and the car.


  CHAPTER 7


  Josh sat in the passenger seat as Trey drove them quite competently along the shoreline road. Of course it had been ten years since Trey had driven over the curb in Josh's father's car, prompting their law of Josh always drives. Right now Josh could feel just a little buzz from the beers winding round his brain, making this the wise choice. Nonetheless, it felt odd to sit there and let Trey get them home.


  Trey had been silent since Josh had asked him to top. In fact, Josh wasn't sure if he hadn't got the message, or didn't like the idea, or was so pleased he didn't want to talk about it before they could actually do it. Trey wasn't meeting his eyes, so there were no good clues. Josh shivered once in mixed anticipation and anxiety.


  As they turned into the drive, Josh sat up straighter. Just a few minutes and he would have Trey back in a bed, and the man would damned well be making noises. And if Josh's stomach was churning a bit at the offer he could hardly believe he'd made, well, maybe it would be okay. Maybe with Trey things would be different. He loved Trey. Letting a man fuck him had to be easier if it was someone he truly loved, right? Or maybe he could get Trey so revved up with hands and mouth that the issue of real fucking could still be postponed for a while. Then he saw the lights on in the house, and not one but two unfamiliar cars parked out front. He stared, both the anticipation and the buzz falling away.


  Trey's startled gaze met his. "Maybe that assistant Mario got out of hospital and Aunt Julie invited him to stay here?"


  "Without warning us?" Josh shook his head.


  "Someone saw a problem and called the cops to come check it out?"


  "Those aren't cop cars." Although Josh guessed that hadn't been a serious suggestion, just a way to dodge for one more second the awareness that the bed and the noises were going to be on indefinite hold.


  As Trey pulled the rental car in beside the others, the front door opened. Aunt Julie stood in the lighted doorway. When they got out, she gave a little yelp of pleasure and hurried down the step to meet them. "Josh!" He was enfolded in a soft, fragrant embrace and despite the cock-blocking he hugged her back happily.


  "Aunt Julie, it's so good to see you. I thought you weren't coming back until Sunday."


  "I changed my mind." She kissed his cheek and then looked over at Trey, standing uncertainly beside the car. "Oh my goodness, Trey! Look at you! You've grown up."


  Trey eyed Josh in bemusement over Aunt Julie's shoulder as he got the same treatment. Josh noticed that he returned the long hug, though. Maybe even got a little misty-eyed, although it was hard to tell in the uncertain light. Aunt Julie stepped back and gave Trey's arm a little punch. "And where have you been for eight years? Josh moved away but we were still close by. All this time and a few measly Christmas cards."


  Trey shrugged, and changed the subject. "Why are you here? I hope you didn't have a bad reason to cut your cruise short. I didn't know you could even do that once you were on a ship out at sea."


  "Of course you can," Aunt Julie said, turning to slip her arm through Josh's and tugging him toward the steps. Trey reached in for the cooler and tagged along behind.


  As they reached the porch Uncle Ted appeared in the open doorway.


  "I bought the woman the anniversary cruise she always wanted, and three days into it she was as antsy as a cat in a henhouse. She finally decided what she really wanted was time with family, especially since Trey was here with you, so we hopped a plane back." He stepped past Josh with a pat on the arm and held his hand outstretched to Trey. "Welcome, son. It's been too long. Glad you could make it here with Josh."


  Trey hesitated, and Josh saw tension cross his face, but he juggled the cooler as if that had been the problem, and reached out to take Uncle Ted's hand. "Thanks, it's been... nice."


  "The damned pony didn't kill you yet, I take it?"


  Trey's frozen expression eased a bit. "Nossir."


  "You must be fast on your feet."


  Aunt Julie pulled Josh inside, saying back over her shoulder to Uncle Ted, "You lay off the damned pony. I mean the poor pony. He's not that bad. I told you the boys would be fine."


  Then Josh quit listening to their banter, and almost quit breathing. Because there on the couch were his mother and father. Here. On the couch where he'd been considering throwing Trey down the minute they walked through the door, back a lifetime ago when sucking the hell out of Trey or vice versa had been at the top of his list. Instead of completely panicking. "Mom. Dad. You're supposed to be camping!"


  "Well, that's a nice greeting." His mother stood gracefully and came to him to have her cheek kissed. "You're looking well, Josh. Although those shorts are rather ragged, aren't they?"


  "We were at the beach," Josh muttered. "Mom, what are you doing here? I mean, yes, it's nice to see you but how...?"


  "That was your aunt's doing," his father said from where he sat. "We came back home early from the mountains, because your mother picked up some kind of stomach bug. But she was fine by Thursday morning and we were just deciding whether to take a weekend trip with the camper when your aunt called to invite us here instead. She bought the tickets and everything."


  Of course, that would have cinched the matter, right Dad? A free holiday versus the cost of gas for the camper? No brainer.


  "Isn't it lovely?" Aunt Julie continued blithely. "And we have plenty of room, as long as you boys are willing to share the bigger guest room for the weekend. We can move in the folding bed."


  Josh glanced behind him and met Trey's panicked gaze. "Um, Aunt Julie, I don't know, Trey might have stuff to do..."


  "Nonsense," his father said firmly. "Your aunt has gone to a lot of trouble to get us all here for the weekend and we're going to enjoy it. It takes me back ten years to see you two boys together."


  Really seeing us together is more likely to take ten years off your life.


  Aunt Julie said, "Did you boys have any dinner? We've had ours, but I could throw something together for you."


  Josh stepped away from her and paced over to the window. He turned and put his back to the curtains, not sure if he wanted an escape route or just to know his parents weren't sneaking up behind him.


  Trey said, "No, thanks, we already ate." He came over to stand next to Josh, the fabric beer-cooler still dangling from one hand. He set it on the floor and the cans clinked.


  Josh's dad frowned at them. "I hope you weren't driving after drinking."


  Josh's mind was spinning in circles, and he couldn't blame the beer. He wondered if his expression looked as gobsmacked as Trey's. Probably worse. His mother was following Aunt Julie toward the kitchen, talking about making coffee. Uncle Ted joked to Josh's dad about the sunburn on his bald spot. All very normal and familial and suddenly Josh couldn't stand it anymore. He said loudly, cutting over the conversations, "I'm gay."


  There was a moment of stunned silence as everyone turned to him. In that moment, Trey spoke up in a drawl that only shook a little. "Nah, you're bi. You dated Claire and Linda in addition to Stefan. That makes you bi. I'm gay."


  There was another suffused moment where Josh's family members neither moved nor spoke. Then his dad said uneasily, "That's not a very funny joke."


  "It's not a joke." Josh turned to Trey, trying desperately to read how far Trey wanted to take this. I'm gay was huge enough. I'm in love with my childhood best friend might be something for the next fight. But Trey held out a hand, and Josh took it, winding their fingers together and pulling Trey closer.


  Aunt Julie smiled widely, although the way her eyes cut towards Josh's mom showed she was anticipating the explosion. "Oh, you two are together. How nice! I did wonder once if you would be, remember Ted? But then it didn't seem to work out."


  Josh's father rose slowly from the couch. "I am not amused, Joshua."


  The temptation to assume a mocking British-monarch accent came and went. "You aren't supposed to be. I'm gay, well, bi, but I'm with Trey so effectively I'm gay. We're gay. It's not a joke or some kind of temporary thing. This is us..."


  "Stop!" His mother had her hands over her ears. "You stop right now, Joshua Campbell! I won't have you upsetting your father and insulting your brother's memory this way."


  Josh felt Trey squeeze his hand but Trey kept silent. Josh said urgently, "Mom, Felix isn't dead. In fact, I told him already and he's fine with it."


  "You see?" Aunt Julie's voice was determinedly cheerful. "If Felix doesn't mind then why should we. Can't we just be glad Josh found somebody?"


  "Him?" Josh's mom pointed at Trey. Josh noticed that her finger was actually trembling. "That, that trashy boy." She glared at Trey. "You did this, didn't you? You made him gay. Always hanging around him, touching him. Don't think I didn't notice. Oh no. You tried to pretend you were just being friendly and all the time you were trying to seduce him. Well it won't work."


  "Mom! Dammit!" Josh knew his face was flaming red. "It's not Trey's fault I'm gay." Trey's elbow in his ribs caught him mid-word and he choked and then rethought what he'd said. "I mean there is no fault. It's not... it's how I am. I always have been. I had a boyfriend back in college."


  "Because he turned you." His mother was staring at Trey with loathing. "Hanging about, touching you."


  "Well, someone had to touch Josh," Trey snapped. "God knows you never did. Never hugged him, never gave him a tenth the attention you gave Felix."


  "Felix needed me. Especially after..."


  "After he was raped. I know." The word fell heavily into the room. Everyone stilled in its wake. Trey went on, "I do know that. But you sent Josh away to the farm and then you left him there. Aunt Julie and Uncle Ted were great, but they weren't Josh's parents. Where were you? Two months we were there, and neither of you visited even once. You could have taken the time, just one of you, to visit your other son, give him a hug, see how he was doing. Because for a while he really wasn't doing too good."


  Josh held his breath as his mother's eyes met Trey's. For a second he had hope as the righteous anger on Trey's face drew a hint of guilt in hers. But then she shook her head and hardened. "Who the hell do you think you are to tell me how I should have raised my son?"


  Trey looked at Josh, and his eyes softened. He moved up behind Josh, their hands still clasped, his chest against Josh's shoulder. He looked around the room. "I'm the guy who loves him. Did then, do now."


  "Bullshit." Josh's father's tones were icy. "I want you out of here. Out of this house, out of Josh's life. Do you hear me? Or I will make your life miserable."


  "Now just a minute. Everyone just calm down." Uncle Ted was a big, burly man and his voice could drop to a pretty low register, but Josh had rarely heard that note of command in it.


  Josh's parents stared at Uncle Ted with matching expressions of disbelief.


  "This is my house. And I have no objection at all to Trey staying here for as long as Josh wants him."


  Forever. I want him forever. It was too soon to say that, and not the place, but Josh had to bite his tongue until it hurt not to let the words out.


  Josh's mother turned on Uncle Ted as if glad to have another target for her anger. "How dare you? Josh is my son. Our son. And he's not gay. It's some kind of lie that Trey is making him believe. My son is not gay."


  Well, that was easy. "Yeah, Mom, I am." The subtleties of being bi had no place here. "I'm gay and I always have been, no matter how much I used to ignore it or hide it. Trey isn't my first guy, just my last and only." He leaned back a little, feeling Trey solid behind him. "I've loved him since we were kids."


  "Like kids do, like a brother." His mother actually looked more pained than angry. "You don't understand, it's natural to love a friend like that. But this, this other thing, it's disgusting, an abomination. If God had meant..."


  Josh could feel himself shrinking. He'd known this was going to be bad. For a moment he wondered if he should encourage Trey to leave, to get him out of the clusterfuck that this family reunion was turning into. Trey might think he loved Josh, but that last untested lie still lay between them. What if Josh couldn't do real sex with Trey either? Trey might come to regret all of this public declaration stuff soon. Josh tried to move away from Trey, but Trey's hand clamped on his other arm above the elbow, pinning them together.


  At the same time, Aunt Julie said, "Oh hell, Nan! Stop with the God stuff. I know for a fact you haven't been in a church since Felix was christened. You can't pretend you care about it now."


  "It's true though." His mom's face was getting red. "It doesn't matter whether you call it God or nature or whatever. It's just wrong."


  Uncle Ted said tentatively, "You know, what happened to Felix..."


  Josh's dad interrupted, "That has no bearing on this. We know most gays aren't pedophiles..."


  "The two aren't even related," Trey snapped.


  Josh's dad glared at him. "We're not stupid. I paid more than enough money for that therapist of Felix's to explain things to us, about that man and what he did. Felix has nothing to do with this. I still don't like gays, it's revolting and I don't want to know any of them or be around them, and I certainly don't want one in the same house with me." He glared over Josh's shoulder at Trey.


  "Or in the same family?" Josh demanded. "What about that, Dad? Are you kicking me out too? Because I'm just as gay as he is."


  "No one's kicking anyone out," Uncle Ted snapped, scrubbing at his hair with one big hand.


  "Speak for yourself," Josh's dad retorted. "If you let that freak of nature stay in your house, Ted, then I won't."


  "Are you talking about me or Trey?" Josh could feel his pulse pounding in his throat.


  "Both of us, I guess," Trey muttered.


  "Okay, that's it, we're leaving." Josh's dad yanked his car keys out of his pocket and grabbed a bag up from the floor beside the couch. "Come along Nan. Julie and Ted aren't thinking straight and Josh is clearly drunk. We'll find a hotel for the night."


  "I'm not drunk!" Josh protested.


  Aunt Julie said, "Please. Don't walk out. Let's talk about this."


  "Nothing to talk about," Josh's father said harshly. "You've all taken leave of your senses. I blame it on fatigue. Nan and I will find a nice, clean hotel. We'll come back in the morning and I expect by then that faggotwill be gone and we can have our family weekend without all this bullshit."


  "You're the one who's talking bullshit..." Josh began, but Trey hugged him in a hard embrace.


  "Let it go. Let them go," he muttered in Josh's ear.


  Josh stood, fuming, as his parents picked up a couple of suitcases and swept out of the room. Their footsteps were loud on the front porch and then the sound of the car swept away down the drive. Josh slumped back against Trey. He wanted to say, So, that went well, in an insouciant tone. But the first word came out like a sob and he stopped.


  Without letting him go, Trey said over his shoulder, "Aunt Julie, I'm so sorry."


  Her attention snapped from the closed door back to them. "Oh no you don't. Don't apologize for that. You boys didn't do anything wrong."


  Josh managed to say, "I could have just not told them."


  Aunt Julie's voice was soft. "Josh, honey, it should have been a good thing. You and Trey finding each other after all this time is a truly good thing."


  "You really think so?" God, he sounded pathetic. "You're okay with this? With us?"


  "Heavens, yes." Aunt Julie came over and wrapped her arms around both of them. "More than okay. And you've won me a bet."


  "Huh?" He kissed her sweet-smelling cheek and she stepped back, smiling at them.


  "I used to tell Ted, 'I think Trey is gay. The way he looks at Josh sometimes, I think he loves him.' But Ted wasn't so sure."


  Trey said, "And you didn't care? You never asked me?"


  "It wasn't what I wanted for either of you at first. But mainly because it's still a hard road and you boys had things hard enough. But the way you smiled when you were around Josh? That was lovely. How could I be unhappy about that? As for deciding whether to tell anyone, that was your choice."


  Josh felt Trey shudder against him. "I didn't think anyone knew. I didn't want them to."


  "Even I wasn't sure, honey. Just sometimes... And now here you are. Together."


  "Yeah," Josh sighed.


  She looked at him. "Trey makes you happy? He makes you feel like a better person when you're with him?"


  "Oh yes." Although whether he could be good enough for Trey was still an open question.


  "And you Trey? You still light up like the sun when you look at Josh?"


  "Always have," Trey said quietly.


  "Then it's good." Aunt Julie nodded decisively. "Now Ted's going to fetch a beer for each of us, because we need them. You two can sit down on that couch and tell me how my animals are doing and what you sold from my store this week and how badly you let little old Mrs. I-didn't-bring-my-credit-cards-today Gluckeen rip me off this time." She plunked herself down decisively in the upholstered rocker and cocked her head inquisitively at them.


  Uncle Ted reappeared with four bottles of brew, and somehow Josh found himself sitting on the couch, his leg pressed up against Trey's from knee to hip, explaining to Aunt Julie why they unfortunately hadn't managed to pick out the damned pony's feet.


  ****


  Trey finally called it quits close to midnight. It had been wonderful, healing, to hang out with Josh and chat with his aunt and uncle. At some point he and Josh had changed positions, almost reclining on the couch against each other with Josh's arm tightly around him. Uncle Ted and Aunt Julie had just nodded and asked about Trey's townhouse and Josh's job. It had been slow and sweet and normal. At least as long as they all avoided any mention of Josh's parents off fuming in some hotel room.


  But Trey was already short of sleep, and he'd started nodding off twice. Both times he'd found his hand unconsciously heading for Josh's crotch like a kid looking for his teddy-bear. Or something. He shook his head. Maybe not the best comparison. Either way, he was pretty sure Uncle Ted didn't want to see him jerking Josh off, and he was damned sure he didn't want to be seen. He sat up away from Josh's encircling arm. "I'm losing it. Bed?"


  "Sure, honey," Aunt Julie said. "I should have sent you off earlier, but it was so nice to chat."


  Josh snorted. "You don't have to send us off to bed any more. In fact, I really like going to bed lately." Trey stared at him and he blushed. "Sorry."


  Uncle Ted laughed. "That's okay. Which guest room are you boys using?"


  Trey blinked, amazed it could be that easy. Josh said, "Well, both of them actually, but we're sleeping in the blue room."


  We are? Well, if one night set the trend then he guessed they were.


  "Will you want breakfast in the morning?" Aunt Julie asked. "You don't have to get up for chores or anything. I'm actually eager to go see my critters."


  Trey said slowly, because he'd been thinking about this in the background as they chatted, "I think I should leave early tomorrow."


  "No way." Josh glared at him. "I'm not letting my parents' bigoted attitudes drive you away."


  "Maybe we should both leave, but at least I should," Trey said. "Listen." He put a hand on Josh's mouth to silence a protest. "You know your parents are going to come back here in the morning ready for round two, right? Nothing will have changed."


  "Mph."


  "So why should we be here for that bullshit? We can get an early start and be on the road before they arrive. If Aunt Julie doesn't need our help?" He glanced at her and she shook her head. "Then why start the fight again? Let's give them some distance and some time. Aunt Julie can have the rest of her family weekend without World War Three. We have less than two days before you have to fly home. Why should we waste them on this?"


  He lifted his fingers off Josh's lips. Josh blinked at him, seemed about to speak and then paused.


  "Trey's right, son," Uncle Ted said sadly. "I know you want to stay and make things right with your parents but I think Trey's being smart here. It's going to take more than a good night's sleep to make your mother okay with this. Or your father for that matter. Go somewhere else, have a couple of nice days together. Believe me, this fight will still be here."


  "I hate to run away," Josh grumbled.


  "You're not running away. You're making things easier for Julie. Your parents will be back here, and if they don't have a reason to yell and run around in circles we'll all be happier."


  "It's not funny."


  "I know that. I'm trying to keep it light. We don't want the two of you to go. Frankly, Julie was even more eager to have time with you boys than with her sister. But we've had a nice long chat tonight, and maybe you'll come back here sometime soon. For now, you leaving might keep me from wanting to give your mother a good shaking."


  "I'll still want to shake her," Julie muttered. "I don't know how we ended up being sisters. But I'm thirding the motion. You and Trey should hit the road in the morning and go have some fun."


  Trey raised an eyebrow at Josh, trying to look winsome. Whatever effect he managed, it was enough to make Josh smile wryly. "Okay. I guess that makes sense. Although if we're really going to hit the road before Mom shows up in the morning we should definitely turn in now."


  Trey struggled to his feet and looked at Aunt Julie and Uncle Ted. "We'll see you guys in the morning then." He hesitated, looking from one to the other of these people who had chosen him and Josh over Josh's parents. He wasn't sure how to say it. "Thank you both, so much..."


  "No thanks necessary," Uncle Ted told him. "You and Josh are like our own kids, and nobody talks trash about our kids, not even Nan and Gerry."


  That was sweet, and yet it stung too, because he'd cut them off at the same time he'd cut off Josh, and never thought about the cost to anyone except himself. "I'm sorry I haven't kept in touch more. I did miss you guys."


  Uncle Ted waved a hand. "You were busy. We understood. We'll be happy if you start visiting more though."


  "Definitely." He held down a hand to brace Josh up off the couch.


  Josh took his hand up and then let go. He went and bent to hug his aunt in her chair. "You're the best, you know that? You too, Uncle Ted. The two of you. I don't have words."


  "Off to bed with you." Aunt Julie gave him a little shove.


  As Trey climbed the stairs with Josh trailing along behind him, he heard the older couple's voices resume in the living room. He wished he knew what they were saying, but the tone was regretful. He wanted to believe that they were only sorry about Nan and Gerry's attitude, and not also mourning the straight version of Josh that they had known. Josh pressed a little closer behind him. "You are sleeping in my bed?"


  "After you announced it, how could I not?"


  "But you want to?"


  He bumped Josh's hip as they passed the bathroom. "Of course I do. Moron. Although... I'm pretty tired and your aunt and uncle will be just down the hall." What he'd planned in the car driving back from the beach was not likely to be quiet and undetectable.


  Josh bumped him back. "So we'll keep the noise down. I'll stuff something in your mouth if you get loud."


  Trey snorted, a little giddy with lack of sleep. "Maybe we should make it mutual mouth stuffing."


  "Oh yeah." Even in the dim hall way he could see Josh's eyes light up at the suggestion.


  "Shower first though. I have sand in uncomfortable places."


  "I could help you wash them."


  "When we're somewhere with a real shower and not just a tub with a curtain around it I'll take you up on that."


  Josh looked puzzled. "The door locks."


  "Yeah. But I know what happens when a guy grabs one of those shower curtain thingies for support and it's not pretty."


  Josh frowned. "I don't ever want to hear that story."


  "I wasn't planning to tell you."


  "Wait. Now I do want to."


  Josh looked so cute with his forehead scrunched up like that. Trey kissed him on the temple. "Shower and then bed. I have first dibs on the hot water."


  Standing in the tub with the water running over his back, Trey let himself drift. He was kind of glad they would head home tomorrow, and kind of scared at the same time. So much had changed. If he looked back a week, he could barely recognize himself. And to be honest, he was scared that he would get back to his regular life and find that the sucking daily grind and loneliness were just waiting there. It still felt like this week was some kind of mirage that would shine in memory but never be reached again.


  He slid a hand down to stroke himself, deliberately remembering that morning. That hadn't been his imagination, it had been the hottest thing he'd ever done. He pictured Josh's mouth on him, Josh's strong hands. His dick decided that two hours of sleep might be plenty under the circumstances and perked up slightly. Trey washed carefully, everywhere, imagining Josh tongue finding those hidden places. By the time he shut the water off, he was half-hard.


  Josh was leaning against the wall outside the bathroom when he stepped out, and pulled him in for a kiss that started quick but morphed into pretty damned hungry. Josh was smiling when he stepped back. "Wow. I was standing there so I wouldn't fall asleep before I got to the shower but that just woke me right up. Hold that thought."


  "Don't be too long." Trey tried for a soft but husky whisper. He still heard the faint murmur of voices from downstairs.


  "Five minutes."


  By the time Trey had gone to his room for fresh boxers and T-shirt for the morning, and then puttered around with tossing a few things back in his suitcase, the shower had cut off. He met Josh in the hallway and they walked into Josh's guest room together. Trey bumped the door shut with his hip and their hands met on the latch.


  They moved into a kiss. This time it was less frantic, more exploration, a collaboration of soft motions of lips pressing together, light touches of tongues, breath that was a murmur of pleasure. Trey wrapped his arms around Josh and let his towel slide to the floor. So good.


  Josh said, "Bed?"


  "Sure."


  They slipped in together and turned to each other, legs twining, pressing tightly to each other along hip and chest and groin. Kissing was everything. Trey let his eyes drift shut and gave his mouth and his attention to an exploration of Josh's skin, stubbled jaw and smooth neck, soft temple and short-cropped hair. He brushed his lips over the hollow at Josh's throat and heard Josh moan in appreciation. Josh moved against him doing the same, kissing and licking and nipping wherever he could reach on Trey. Trey tucked his head into the curve of Josh's shoulder, buried his face against Josh's warm firm bulk, and felt the world fade just a little. Josh's hands stroked over Trey's back and then pressed just above his ass.


  Trey only realized he'd softened when his cock responded to that pressure with renewed interest. He arched against Josh's hands and wrapped his arms around Josh tightly. They rubbed together in sweet warmth. Josh was hard along Trey's hip. Trey moved against him languidly, feeling the slide of skin on skin, the slow supple flex of Josh's back under Trey's fingers, the puff of Josh's breath in his hair.


  Josh pushed him back enough to slide down and began to run his tongue over the rippled muscles of Trey's abdomen. Trey moved his hands to Josh's head. That short-cropped hair slipped under his palms like napped fabric, rough and soft at once. He didn't try to guide Josh's explorations, just let his hands ride on that sweet journey. Josh's tongue dipped lower, and then he murmured against Trey's hip, "Am I doing this wrong? You don't seem interested."


  Trey blinked his drooping eyelids hard. "No, that's great. Wonderful. I can't believe I have you here. It's just been a long day."


  "Tell me about it." Josh kissed his stomach and then worked his way up over one nipple and up to Trey's neck. Trey cupped his head in close, just breathing the scent of him. Odd how familiar that was. Surely a person's smell would change over eleven years, but he fell into a vivid scent-memory of holding Josh in mingled surprise and wonder, as their fourteen-year-old selves hugged after a baseball win, back in the days of innocence. Josh...


  Josh nipped at his ear, pulling the lobe through his teeth. Trey laughed and forced his eyes open again. Josh's hands were roaming down to stroke Trey's balls.


  Trey sighed in pleasure tinged with reluctance. "Josh?"


  Josh murmured in his ear, "Yeah?"


  "Would you hate me if I say I'm too damned tired to get it up right now?"


  Josh's laughter buzzed against his temple. "Are you?"


  "Maybe."


  "Poor baby." Josh's hands slid onto his ass. "You sure I can't fix that?"


  "You got more sleep than I did." Trey ground against Josh's hip and his body responded but he could feel the fatigue underneath it. Damn, this was stupid. Josh was in his bed for a second-time-only re-run of his favorite fantasy. He should be all over that, but all he really wanted was to sleep like this, with his thigh between Josh's, his chest against Josh's lean bulk, his face buried against Josh's skin. "I've been wanting you so bad, but right now mostly I need to hold you. Can we sleep for a bit and then get back to this?"


  Josh kissed his cheek lightly. "Sure."


  "You're not going to dump me for being a defective lover?"


  Josh snorted softly. "I haven't found a defect yet."


  "Not getting it up is sometimes considered a flaw." His eyes were drifting shut again.


  "Are you planning on making it a habit?" Josh pulled him in closer, rearranging them so his weight wasn't crushing Trey's arm.


  "No way..."


  "Then I'm good."


  "You're better than good... awesome... sexy..." Trey was drifting, his fuzzy brain losing the things he wanted to say. Vaguely he realized that the most critical thing about Josh was that he was here, at last. Trey was never sure if he said that, before he fell asleep.


  CHAPTER 8


  Early the next morning, Josh helped Trey lift the last of his suitcases into the back of his car and slammed the trunk. He pretended to have to shake out his arms, laughing at Trey's little glare. "How many months did you pack for again?"


  Trey kicked his ankle. "F-you."


  "Now boys," Aunt Julie scolded from the steps. "Play nice."


  Josh went to give her a hug. For a moment he rocked her, reluctant to let go. "I love you Aunt Jules, you know that, right?"


  "I know." She kissed his cheek and stepped back.


  From the porch, Uncle Ted said, "You boys drive carefully, and come back soon. Remember you're always welcome here. I'm sorry about your parents, Josh. Give them time."


  Josh looked at him. "You really think they'll come around?" He wasn't sure if that was sarcasm or hope in his voice.


  Uncle Ted shrugged one big shoulder. "Not soon. Maybe eventually. Especially if Felix is really okay with it. The sun rises and sets with that boy for your mother." He winced at his own words.


  Josh held up a hand to forestall some kind of lame apology. "I know. I understand it."


  "Well, you shouldn't," Aunt Julie said tartly. "But there's nothing you can do about it. Call us when you get home, both of you. And keep in touch."


  "I will."


  "You too, Trey," she added.


  Trey ducked his head. "Yes, ma'am."


  Aunt Julie laughed. "Get along with you now, before Nan gets here and we have a scene."


  Josh waited until Trey had pulled out down the driveway and turned onto the main road before turning to his own car. They had to make the drive to L.A. separately, and he wanted enough space between them that he didn't do something stupid like tailgate the guy all the way home. Uncle Ted came down the steps to shake his hand again. "You're sure this is what you want, Josh?"


  "This?"


  "Trey. Being gay."


  "It's not a choice."


  "Maybe not for him, but for you it is, right? You like girls. You could choose to only date women."


  "Not since I saw Trey again." Josh felt himself getting irritated, and tried to tamp it down. He'd better get used to this second-guessing even from someone who seemed like a supporter. "This is it for me."


  Aunt Julie put her arm around Uncle Ted. "I've seen how Trey's looked at you, Josh, ever since you were fourteen. I'm certain this is it for him too. I used to hope that you would find a wife who could make friends with your parents and give you kids, but I can't be sorry you were finally able to love Trey back."


  Uncle Ted sighed. "Yeah. Me too. But your folks are going to make it hard."


  "Let them," Josh muttered. Not that he was looking forward to more of that shit. But he'd made his choice when he'd opened his big mouth last night. No, he'd made it the first time he touched Trey. And he wouldn't change it. "I'll call you."


  The rental car rode almost silently once he turned out onto the pavement. The day was sunny with just a little haze promising later heat. At least he had AC. His old car back home had deteriorated to where any cooling was probably psychological at best. For now, he cranked the window down, feeling the rush of soft morning air past his face.


  It was supposed to be less than a three hour drive. On a Saturday, the trip into the city might not be too bad. Although who was he kidding– this was L.A.. Figure four hours. And then... He'd promised to go to Trey's condo. Not that he didn't want to, but he was still working things out. Not least of which was what he really wanted to do about the sex. Last night he'd offered to bottom, in a fit of affection and a desperate desire to get it over with and seal the bargain. And he could do it, he was sure he could. He might not find it very exciting, but he'd seen porn guys bottom without getting hard, so Trey probably wouldn't mind. But he'd felt some relief last night mixed in with the frustration when Trey had been too crashed out to take him up on it. Because what if Trey liked it and wanted to do it a lot? What if Trey really wanted to switch?


  Sex with Trey was amazing. That morning, with both of them waking to the early dawn light, it hadn't taken more than a minute for them to be frantic for each other. Trey's skillful mouth had made Josh come so hard he felt it echo through his bones, and returning the favor had been just as awesome. And when they had tried to get out of bed, after an unmeasured time spent dozing in the aftermath, just the closeness of each other's body had led to a frantic session of wrestling and touching that had made him spill again on Trey's hip, while Trey's cum soaked the sheets. Josh could live forever with that. He would feel like he'd died and gone to heaven to have that in his life. But what if it wasn't enough for Trey?


  Josh wasn't scared of fucking. At least, he didn't think he was. It wasn't like he could claim some kind of psychological trauma to be overcome by therapy and true love. He just wasn't turned on by it. For Stef, he hadn't been willing to really try to get past that. For Trey he would. But could you make yourself like something? If he put a woman's shoe next to Trey's dick and fondled it through every blow job, could he create a shoe fetish? Was he maybe overthinking this?


  He almost missed his freeway exit in the image of a spiked heel standing on Trey's taut stomach. Damn. Was there something wrong with him that he was beginning to think it would be easier to develop a shoe fetish than to like ass sex? Not that he didn't like Trey's ass. Because that was one of the seven wonders of nature. He just didn't want to fuck it. But maybe he would, alone with Trey and naked. Maybe things would change, when it was Trey. He really, really hoped they would.


  He remembered Stef's light voice in the night. "Josh, baby, you know we're not really exclusive, right? We never actually promised that. I like you a lot; you're my guy. But sometimes I want to just get fucked into the mattress by a big hard man, you know? Or come inside some hot, tight ass. Just real, raunchy sex. It's not like I'm going to fall for the guy, okay? I just love to fuck."


  But it hadn't been okay. In the end it had split them up. Josh wondered with a touch of desperation how far he would go to prevent that with Trey. Not just to keep Trey from leaving but to keep him satisfied. For a moment he envied women for being able to fake it.


  He checked the GPS on the dashboard. He was getting close. And stupidly obsessing over sex when all the other obstacles they might face were far more relevant. He stepped on the gas, suddenly needing to see Trey again. It would all seem much more possible if he was actually holding Trey.


  Trey's car was in the carport when he pulled up. Josh put his rental in the driveway and got out, stretching his cramped legs. Next time maybe he'd even upgrade from the economy model and get the fucking cruise control. Trey opened the front door as Josh was getting his bag out of the back.


  Then the damned man just stood there, already changed into running shorts and a tight T-shirt, and made Josh look at him for the whole ten-yard walk from the drive to the door. By the time Josh made it to the front porch his jeans already felt tight. Trey grabbed Josh's shirtfront and wrangled them both back into the dim hallway. Josh kicked at the door, staggering under the impact of Trey's body on his. The front door slammed behind them. Good enough. Josh dropped his bag to free his arms for a hug, and lost himself in a kiss. Trey pushed him up against the wall, and Josh gave up all attempts at planning. He opened his mouth and let Trey take anything he wanted.


  Somehow they made it to the bedroom, with both T-shirts discarded along their path. Trey had his tongue in Josh's mouth whenever their lips met, and between those moments his teeth would graze Josh's collarbone or he would plant a wet kiss on Josh's neck. His hands were everywhere, tuning every nerve ending in Josh's body to high alert. Josh tried to give the same back, in breathless kisses to Trey's jaw and fingers digging into the expanse of hard toned flesh that was Trey's chest.


  Beside the bed they paused, panting. Trey muttered, "Naked. Now. Slow some other time."


  "Yeah."


  Trey was apparently not wearing anything under those shorts, because he shucked them with an impatient shove of his hands, and a wriggle that dropped the silky fabric to the floor and left him naked in front of Josh. For a moment all Josh could do was look and wonder. All of that, just for me.


  Trey reached impatiently for Josh's belt. "Come on; less clothes." Josh batted his hands away and stripped fast. There was that awkward moment peeling off his socks, bent over otherwise naked. Then he straightened and looked at Trey. Trey didn't give him time to worry, or even catch his breath, before Josh was being grabbed and borne down to the bed. He laughed in pleasure, locking Trey in a kiss and pulling him on top. They squirmed their way fully onto the mattress without breaking that kiss. Trey's weight was so right, pinning Josh to the sheets. They rubbed together, too close to do more than arch and grunt against each other. Then Trey broke loose and arched back. He reached between them and wrapped his hand around Josh's straining cock, shifting position so his own erection slid into play too. His long fingers held them together, satin skin against skin, firm lengths trapped in his hand. Josh bucked and thrust into that welcome pressure. Trey matched him, moaning as a seep of precum slicked their motion. Josh closed his own hands around Trey's, increasing the friction.


  Trey pulled back and Josh whimpered at the loss. But only for an instant before Trey bent to put his mouth where his hand had been. Josh wasn't sure what was hotter, Trey's lips around Josh's cock, or Trey's hand going down to his own length, pulling in fast swirling strokes. Or both. Definitely both. He spread his legs as much as Trey's knees allowed and arched his hips up to give Trey full access.


  Trey stopped jacking himself, although his mouth kept up its mind-blowing motions. The next thing Josh knew, Trey's finger was swirling around Josh's hole. Josh could feel a little slipperiness that had to be Trey's own precum on his finger. That was sexy, right? Trey stroked, applying gentle pressure, not really opening Josh up yet. After a moment Trey lifted his head to ask, "Okay? Yes?"


  Josh said, "Yes, absolutely, but wait. Get the lube and take a second. I don't want to come in your mouth." Liar. Except Stef had told him it was harder to take a man's dick after an orgasm than before, so maybe he really didn't want to come yet. As Trey straightened up and reached for the bedside drawer, Josh wriggled under him and turned over onto his stomach.


  Josh put his face on his crossed arms and rubbed his groin into the sheets. Already he wasn't as hard as he had been. But he could do this. He would do this, and it was Trey so there was a good chance he would even like it.


  Trey dropped a bottle of lube on the bed and straddled Josh's thighs. "Like this?" Trey's voice was hoarse. "Are you sure?"


  "Yeah. Just go slow."


  "How long since you've done this?"


  Never. "A while."


  Josh felt Trey's mouth on his back between his shoulder blades. Trey pressed kisses down Josh's spine. At his tailbone, just as Josh began to tense up, Trey shifted to lick and kiss his ass-cheeks. "You have dimples," Trey muttered. "That's so fucking hot."


  Josh moaned in response, pumping his hips into the bed under the heat of Trey's tongue. He was hard again and the sheet rubbed across his erection with wonderful friction. Even Trey's hands sliding up his thighs was exciting and he opened his legs for those demanding fingers. Trey stroked his scrotum, rubbing over his balls until Josh was squirming and whimpering.


  "God, want that," Trey said fiercely.


  Josh heard the top of the lube click, and then Trey's fingers returned. There was slick coolness across his heated ass, as Trey began short strokes from his perineum to his anus. It should have been hot. It was hot, but Josh fought the inclination to move away from that intimate touch.


  Trey repeated, "Okay?"


  "Yeah." Josh gasped a breath as he was breached by Trey's fingers. He didn't know if it was one finger or two, just that it was stretch and pressure where it didn't belong, forcing him open. He controlled his response and lay still, soundless after that first intake of breath.


  "Good?" Trey asked, his fingers moving deeper. "Stop? More?"


  "More," Josh managed. Get it over with. It didn't hurt, not really. It almost felt good but he just couldn't get into the image of Trey's fingers up there. But Trey was groaning softly, muttering how hot Josh looked as he pressed deeper and wider.


  "Yeah, let me..." Trey grabbed a pillow and stuffed it under Josh's hips to raise his ass. Josh batted his hand away as Trey went to adjust it and folded the thing into place. He didn't want Trey to touch him and feel his cock softening again.


  This was Trey, dammit. The man he was certain he loved. There was nothing sexier or more beautiful than a naked Trey Holgersen touching Josh with love and passion. Josh thrust with his hips into the pillow, seeking stimulation. Trey's fingers moved deeper and touched his prostate. The touch was electric, like a jolt to the balls. He couldn't help crying out, arousal and protest together. Hopefully all Trey would hear was the arousal.


  "Fuck me," Josh growled. "Quit messing around. Do it." Now while I'm still half hard and think maybe I do want it.


  "You're sure?"


  "Dammit, Trey, now!"


  Trey's fingers slipped out of him and Josh moaned in relief. He heard the rip of a condom and then pressure returned, broader and softer and yet inexorable. Josh bit his lip hard and held rock steady as Trey worked his cockhead inside. That did hurt, but not unbearably. The hurt eased off rapidly to an odd uncomfortable fullness and a heated stretch. Josh grunted, "More."


  Trey took Josh's hips in his hands, nudged Josh's right leg higher on the bed and began to thrust in small, circling strokes that moved him gradually deeper. It wasn't bad. It wasn't good though. Josh eased off his lip before he bit through it and set himself to endure it. He grunted as Trey deepened his strokes slightly. Then Trey stopped. Josh thrust back hard, impaling himself more. He wanted this for Trey, wanted everything for Trey, but he needed it done soon. "Don't fucking stop."


  Trey's fingers dug into his hips, pinning him down. Trey said in an odd voice, "Josh? Are you okay?"


  "I'm fine. I swear. You're not hurting me."


  Trey still didn't move. Josh tried to fight that rigid grip and couldn't. "Trey, fuck, don't drag it out. Fuck me." He hoped the roughness in his voice would sound like need.


  But Trey said quietly, "You're not into this, are you?"


  Josh opened his mouth for the lie, and then pressed his lips together tightly. Trey reached between them for the rim of the condom and pulled out. Josh jerked as his body was released. He squeezed his eyes shut. I tried, dammit. I was doing it. What else can I do? I don't know what else to do. He waited for Trey to laugh, or get mad, or maybe change his mind and fuck him after all. That wouldn't be the worst thing. He managed to say, "I don't mind, if you like it."


  "Jesus Christ, Josh!"


  He flinched.


  Gentle fingers stroked from his shoulders down his spine, no lower than his waist. Then Trey's palms began rubbing his back in firm, smooth circles. Just rubbing and stroking with no anger, no agenda. It wasn't a sexual touch, just comfort. Long minutes passed before Josh got up the nerve to roll his head and look back at Trey.


  Trey gave him a tentative smile and then stopped massaging long enough to get off him and pull the condom off his own still-hard dick. Josh rolled over and reached toward Trey's groin. It seemed like the least he could do, to give Trey a hand job or blow him, before Trey left in disgust. But Trey captured his hands, weaving their fingers together. He scooted down the bed with a wiggle, until he was lying beside Josh.


  Josh said, "Let me finish you."


  Trey raised their clasped hands and kissed Josh's fingers. "Oh yeah, we're gonna finish each other in a minute. But we need to talk first."


  Josh quipped, "What kind of guy talks when he could be fucking?" His throat hurt. His chest hurt.


  "The kind of guy who wants to be making love, not just fucking."


  That silenced Josh.


  Trey let go of his hands and gathered him into a loose hug, their bodies touching in random places, shoulder to chest, knee to thigh. Trey laid his head beside Josh's on the pillow, close enough that he blurred in Josh's cross-eyed view.


  "So, Josh, I'm guessing you don't actually like to bottom."


  "I thought I might. With you."


  Trey's body got tenser. "Had you ever tried to before?"


  "Not really."


  "Would you rather top? 'Cause I'm seriously okay with bottoming."


  Josh swallowed hard. Here it came, and he wasn't ready to explain to Trey that he was some kind of freak, the kind of guy who was never going to be enough in bed. He blinked hard and pressed his face into Trey's neck. Trey smelled like sunshine.


  Trey's hand rubbed the back of his head. "Joshie?" The old childhood nickname. "Talk to me."


  "I didn't mind bottoming, really. I'm just not used to it. No one else mattered enough to try." Surely it was better than watching Trey turn to other men. "We can do that when you want to. And I really don't need to have turns topping. Jesus, can we stop talking about it?"


  "Nope." Trey kissed his hair, and hugged him tighter. "You're not some kind of get-off-quick one night stand to me. Sex is supposed to be fun for both of us. So can you get your head out of your ass and tell me what you actually do and don't want in there?"


  This was the most embarrassing conversation of Josh's life. Well other than the time his dad tried to have that talk with him when Josh was fourteen. That actually put this in perspective on a scale of epic failures. But he shook his head against Trey's neck. Here Josh was, the guy who'd fucked plenty of women, and sucked off a dozen guys, and he was too embarrassed to talk about sex with the love of his life. He was pathetic. But after Stef, he'd mostly stuck to one night stands with guys so he'd never have to actually talk to anyone about this.


  Trey's laugh was soft and indulgent, not mocking. "Okay, here's what I'm going to do. I'm going to talk about sex stuff, things we can do. And you're going to rate it on a scale from zero-I-hate-that to ten-gives-me-a-woody-even-with-my-mother-in-the-room."


  "I'm not sure a ten exists."


  "Ah, that will be part of the fun. We're going to find your ten."


  "Okay," Josh agreed slowly. "Are you sure you don't just want a blowjob?" He flinched a little at the ass-to-mouth of that, but told himself firmly to stop being such a biology geek. They'd barely started fucking– surely taking off the condom was clean enough. He didn't care, he wouldn't care, he just wanted to make Trey happy.


  Trey said, "Later. And not until I get clean for you. But that's a good place to start. A regular blowjob from a guy with you flat on your back? Six? Eight?"


  "Eight. Maybe nine if it's you?"


  "Excellent. I'd go seven, 'cause I like to vary the position, but nine if it's a sixty-nine version. So, a sixty-nine? Me sucking your hard dick while I pump mine into your hot, wet mouth?"


  Josh squirmed against Trey's thigh. "Nine. Definitely nine, although I still wouldn't get hard for it in front of my mother."


  "Okay. Nipple play?"


  "Um, seven."


  "Three for me. I like it okay, I'm just not very sensitive. Now if you want to get me going, kiss my neck. I love that."


  "Necks are good," Josh agreed.


  "So, anal sex, you topping?"


  Josh sighed. "Maybe one? I can't. Or at least I couldn't stay hard for that when Stef wanted me to. It was kind of a disaster."


  "Anal sex, you bottoming?"


  Josh bit his lip.


  "Josh, babe, if you don't tell me the truth I swear I'm going to go get an ice cube and shove that up your ass. You, bottoming? Zero?"


  "No! At least a two. Really, it's okay, especially if it's you."


  Trey hugged him and then shook him hard. "You maniac, why didn't you say so? Why pretend you were into it?"


  Josh jerked free of Trey's hold and sat up, wrapping his arms around his knees. "So you would be happy? So you would get what you wanted and feel really good and stay with me and not go find someone better?"


  Trey sat up too, staring at him. "You think you have to bottom so I'll stick around?"


  "Well I know I can't fucking top!"


  "Then why do anal at all?"


  "Because it's sex? Because I want to do real sex with you sometimes, and that's the only way I can do it."


  "Shit." Trey reached out to touch Josh's hair. Josh smacked his hand away angrily.


  "Josh, babe, it's all real sex." Trey's eyes were bright. "If you'll suck me off, or let me suck you, or exchange hand jobs, or freaking hump your perfect body now and then, I don't need to be inside you."


  "Oh, right. Tell me you don't like it. You were really into my ass back there, before you got all touchy-feely."


  "Yeah, I like it. I don't need it though. I like rimming too, but I can live without that. By the way, rimming, my tongue, your ass. Two? Five?"


  Josh blinked and tried to think. "I don't know."


  "We'll try it out sometime when we're in the shower. Spanking, your hand, my ass?"


  "Um, five? I don't know. Trey, really..."


  Trey grinned. "I think some of this will take research. I may have to make charts. There's all the bondage stuff. And then fetishes. Do you have any? Feathers? Leather? Birthday cakes?"


  "What?" Josh was half-laughing, lost in the turns of Trey's words.


  "Dan Savage knew this kid who got off on having birthday cakes smashed on his face. It sounded weird when I read it, but a couple of times I've thought, 'What if that kid was onto something?' You, me, a sheet cake with chocolate icing? Six?"


  "Trey."


  This time when Trey reached for him, Josh let himself be pulled into a kiss. Trey murmured against his mouth, "I love you Josh. I want you in bed in a dozen ways, but none of them have to be anal."


  "Okay."


  "As long as you simply don't like it then it's okay. It's not like it really freaks you or gives you flashbacks or something I should worry about?"


  Josh sighed against Trey's perfect mouth. "I just don't like it."


  "Sucks to be you. Although you'll get more of my highly-acclaimed blowjobs, so maybe you're not losing out." Trey moved his kisses to Josh's neck and Josh tipped his chin up to invite more. His own neck really was a damned sensitive spot too. Josh whimpered as Trey nibbled under his jaw.


  "There are things I hate, you know," Trey added. "Like spitting. I don't care how hot you think it is in pornos, you spit in my ass and I will kick you where it hurts."


  "That doesn't count. That's just gross."


  "A dozen really hunky porn stars with ten inch dicks don't seem to think so. But anyway, we have more than enough good stuff, we won't miss the things that don't turn us both on." Trey scraped the line of Josh's jaw with his teeth.


  "You're sure?" Josh whispered, cupping Trey's head in his hands, the dark soft hair slipping under his fingers. "Mm, yeah, nice. But Trey, are you sure you won't miss it?"


  "I had one boyfriend who didn't blow me, hated the taste and the feel, but he fucked like a god. No one is everything."


  Josh kissed Trey's forehead and then tipped the man's face up for a real kiss. "I want to be your everything."


  "Baby, you can't be. No one can. Right now I'm going to go get cleaned up, though, because I really want you to scoot yourself around here and we'll see if a sixty-nine between you and me can hit the ten mark."


  Josh grunted as his body got really happy with that suggestion. He turned in the bed to lie on his side, watching as Trey made a quick trip to the can. Trey came back in naked and rampantly erect. He gave Josh a grin and lay down reversed with his head at Josh's hips. Trey slid a hand from his own smooth chest down over his abs to his groin and then waved his dick at Josh's mouth. "See something you like?"


  "Oh yeah." Josh licked his lips. "Want to taste you."


  "Good thing I had the sense to get clean, huh?"


  "What? Oh, ick."


  "Don't look at my dick and say ick."


  "What should I say?"


  "Come here, you luscious piece of man meat?"


  Josh laughed hopelessly. Trey's beautiful cock was hard and close, and Josh reached out and guided it between his lips.


  "Ah. The man meat thanks you."


  His chuckle rippled along Trey's silky skin as Josh tried to get coordinated enough to suck the man, and Trey moaned. "Fuck, that's nice. But you started without me. Gotta catch up."


  As Trey licked along Josh's erect cock, kneading Josh's balls gently with one hand, Josh struggled to stay on task. Trey's touch and his smell and the taste and heft of him came together in a climbing rush that was nearly overwhelming. Trey's mouth on Josh was perfect in its wet tightness. The way Trey combined hand and lips and tongue, with soft moans that buzzed against Josh's sensitized skin, was pure heat. Trey's erect cock filled Josh's mouth perfectly, pulsing with life, with the salty-musk flavor that was Trey's own. They sped up the rhythm, each sucking deep, stroking, lost in the moment. As Josh came in a blinding rush, spilling down Trey's throat at the same moment that Trey filled Josh's mouth with his climax, Josh thought he might just rate this a damned ten.


  Trey reached down to turn him around and pulled him back up in the bed, putting an arm around him. Josh settled in gratefully against Trey. He suddenly felt safe, cradled against Trey. Safe and cherished and like he just might finally be enough for a man to consider worth keeping. But he couldn't prevent himself from saying, "You're sure? You won't get tired of just this, for years?"


  "You blowing me into unconsciousness for years? Getting off by rubbing on you, with your hands on me and your mouth? For years and years? Nope. Not a problem." Trey kissed him, and their tastes mingled in their mated mouths. "After you no other guy would ever be enough, no matter how versatile they were. This was my ten. And if you don't believe me, the next time we're around my mother you can whisper, 'Remember our sixty-nine' in my ear and get proof positive."


  Josh laughed against his mouth. "Only if you promise never to do that to me."


  They both sobered. Trey gently stroked along Josh's arm. "I'm so sorry about your folks."


  "Not your fault. And it's more than worth it."


  "Are you sure? You might still make it up with them, if you ditch me."


  Josh kissed him hard, almost angrily, over and over. Between kisses he muttered. "Worth it. More than. Love you. So much. You. Mine. That's all I need."


  Trey caught his face between firm hands to hold him steady. "I love you too." He stared into Josh's eyes, until Josh stilled. There was no room for the anger or the hurt when he was filled with the sight of Trey's intent gaze.


  Josh sighed and relaxed, spooning in against Trey's side. "With you I can just be me. I'm home." And it felt like truth down to the center of his being. He was finally where he belonged.


  


  EPILOGUE


  The goddamned plane was late. Trey paced, walking an arc to avoid the squealing girls who were bent over a smart phone in some kind of a group orgy of giggles. An old woman in a wheelchair gave him a look of annoyance as he pivoted on his heel for the forty-seventh time. He shrugged in rueful apology.


  Another glance at the monitor showed that the plane was now supposedly on the ground. Finally. His imagination followed it. Landing, taxiing in, deplaning, jetway, hiking through the fucking terminal, escalators. At least another fifteen minutes. Maybe more, because knowing Josh, he'd probably bought the cheapest ticket available and was practically seated in the rear bathroom where it would take half an hour just to get off the plane. More than half an hour. Trey figured he really should just take a walk over to the snack bar and come back. But he couldn't get himself to move away from carousel number three.


  He touched his pocket, feeling the folded paper in there crinkle slightly. That was his contribution to moving them forward. A signed lease on the bigger condo at the other end of the complex, with a second spare room for a study for Josh, and a bathroom with a walk-in shower and Jacuzzi. It was out of Trey's budget if he were renting alone, but if the biotech interview Josh had lined up panned out... This was Trey's declaration of faith.


  He turned back to the monitor again. Flight at the gate. But it had said that before and then gone back to delayed. He wasn't sure what to believe. He pivoted irritably and rocked back hard on his heels. Because there was Josh, standing in front of him.


  For a moment Trey just stared. They'd managed two visits in the last three months, most recently an intense week crammed into Josh's little studio, and they'd done a ton of Skyping since then so it wasn't as if they hadn't seen each other. But somehow he'd forgotten just how gorgeous Josh was. His hair had grown out a little from the summer's close crop, and it showed gold highlights under the terminal fluorescents. He was still slim, but in a jacket over a button-down shirt his shoulders seemed broader. His dark eyes shone as he looked back at Trey.


  Trey took one step to close the distance and then hesitated, not sure what Josh would be comfortable with in public. Josh set down his carry-on bag, reached out and pulled Trey into a tight hug. They swayed together. Trey rubbed his cheek against Josh's hair, softer now that it had some length but still smelling of Josh's drugstore shampoo and familiar man.


  They separated enough to look at each other in satisfaction. Josh firmly clasped Trey's arms with both hands, shaking him back and forth slowly. Trey smiled. Suddenly Josh leaned in and kissed him, quick and dry but sweet and completely public. Trey thought his grin might crack his face. "So how many bags did you bring? Should I get a cart?"


  "Not unless you've quit working out. There's just one."


  Trey hesitated. "I thought you were moving all your stuff here, regardless of how this job works out."


  "I am. But I found a college student who's transferring schools and he's driving a truck out here, and had some room in it. It was way cheaper. The airline charges twenty-five bucks for every damned bag. I brought enough for a few weeks."


  "In one bag?"


  "Just because you're a clothes freak doesn't mean I have to be."


  "Heaven forbid." Trey looked Josh up and down. His jacket was threadbare and old, his shirt was a plain white, his jeans were loose-fitting and probably from Target, and he still looked hotter than any man had a right to. Trey smiled. "We can always buy you a few things."


  "Maybe," Josh said warily. "After I land the job."


  Trey raised one eyebrow, because they'd had this talk about how different they were with regard to spending money. Josh had claimed he wanted to break out of his father's parsimonious habits. At least a little bit. Slowly.


  Josh's lips curved in a reluctant smile. "Maybe I could buy a few things right away."


  Trey's laugh broke free, in pure appreciation of the moment and having Josh here at last, loudly enough that people turned to look. Most of them smiled, and only the one businessman in a tailored suit sniffed and moved away pointedly. Trey hugged Josh again and stepped over to the carousel. "So I'll recognize this bag how? Soft-side vintage nineteen-eighty-three? Held together with duct tape?"


  "Um, that one." Josh pointed at a battered bag that was held together by a rainbow luggage strap.


  "Embracing the stereotypes?"


  "Screw you. The zipper broke in the airport and it was the only strap I could find."


  Trey bumped Josh away with his shoulder and reached for the bag. It jolted his arm as he yanked it off the belt. "Holy hell, what's in here?"


  "Books, DVDs. I should have warned you."


  "You think?" Trey set it down and pretended to rub his shoulder.


  "I would have got it." Josh reached to pick it up.


  "Let me. You've got the carry-on."


  "I can carry both my own damned bags. It doesn't have good wheels."


  "I think I can manage." Trey hefted it. "Anyway, you really want to walk through an airport with a rainbow-striped bag?"


  "I chose it," Josh said tartly. "And if I can come out to my folks, I figure I can be out to the rest of the world."


  Trey sighed at that bit of truth. "The car is this way. Anything new from your parents?"


  "Nope."


  Trey knew Josh's parents had been shunning him. His phone calls went to voicemail, his weekly emails were unanswered. They hadn't changed their own email or number, which was perhaps hopeful, but Felix said when he called home any mention of Josh got shut down immediately. Trey shifted the bag to his other hand and gave Josh's arm a comforting rub. It was clearly going to be a long road at best.


  Josh glanced at him. "Aunt Julie and Uncle Ted have already invited us out for Thanksgiving though."


  "Maybe we'll visit them, but we have to have the meal with my parents. My mother would kill me if we missed it."


  "They're really okay with us?" Josh asked, for about the thirteenth time.


  Trey gave the same answer he'd given the last dozen times. "They're fine." It had been a little rocky at first, coming out to them, but that hadn't lasted long.


  "I wish I could have gone with you when you told them. We could have taken the time that last morning."


  Trey dropped his voice. "Are you kidding? The choice of your company for coming out to my liberal, greener parents or having two more hours to suck you into a coma? It was no contest." He smiled at Josh's blush.


  It hadn't been quite that easy at home. Under other circumstances it might have been amusing to watch his parents fighting the twin impulses to say being gay was fine and to protest that they didn't want their son to be gay. His mom had shed a couple of tears over the grandkids issue. But once they knew it was Josh he was seeing, they'd both realized where the real angst should be. His mom's reaction of, "Oh, the poor boy," was happily aimed at the issue of Josh's parents and not his misfortune at hooking up with Trey. Trey's parents knew the other couple well enough to know Josh being gay would not go over well. They'd tried to talk to Nan and Gerry more than once since then, and were now receiving the same silent treatment.


  Trey said, "Mom can't wait to mother you. Although she's not picking out china patterns and if you french me in front of her she might faint. She likes us better in the abstract than in the concrete."


  "No frenching at Thanksgiving, check."


  "Well, maybe she'll be more used to us by then."


  Trey led them to the car and heaved the suitcase into the trunk. Judging by that weight, Josh had brought even more books and fewer clothes than Trey'd thought at first. He was definitely going to take the man shopping. His eyes crossed at the thought of watching Josh buying some really nice clothes, marching the man in and out of the changing room to show them off. He would look amazing. On second thought, maybe he'd let the man stick to baggy and only reveal the smoking hot that was the hidden Josh in the privacy of their bedroom.


  Josh reached out and touched his hand as he was about to turn the key. "Wait. Don't start the car."


  "Huh?"


  "It's my turn for a question of the day. I told you I'd wait until we were together."


  "Don't you want to hold that thought until we're naked?"


  Josh shook his head with a faint smile.


  Trey felt humor and anticipation battle for ascendancy. Ever since the first time, they'd made a game out of rate-the-sexual-kink. They'd sent emails back and forth, some serious, some very much not, asking "Me naked in fuzzy bunny ears– one or ten?" "You locked to the bed with fur-lined handcuffs– three? Six?" "Mirror on the ceiling? Eight? Or holy-shit-I-hope-it-doesn't-fall?"


  They'd figured out along the way that neither found anything sexy about water sports, both could see trying a little light bondage play, and Josh had a surprising kink for looking at guys in women's underwear. Trey held back a smile, thinking of the lace he was wearing under his jeans, ready for Josh to discover when they got home in another hour or so.


  But the last completed question two days ago had been Trey's, a joke about sheep, and Josh had delayed his own turn in the mechanics of moving.


  Josh reached into his jacket and pulled an envelope out of his pocket. He passed it to Trey. "Here, I wrote it down with a visual."


  Trey opened the envelope slowly, prolonging the moment, loving the thought that he had Josh handy to either kiss or tickle unmercifully, depending. The question thing was definitely going to be more fun face to face.


  The question was on one sheet of paper, words and a printed picture:


  "My ring on your finger? Yes? No?" The picture was two male hands, clasped tight, with a gold ring on the fourth finger of each strong hand.


  Trey dragged his eyes up slowly from the picture to Josh's face. What he saw there almost took his breath away: love, need, anxiety, a question.


  "And my ring on yours?" Trey asked softly.


  "Yes."


  "Eleven," Trey said. "Definitely an eleven."


  They leaned in together and met in the middle for a kiss, and it was a long, sweet, building-forever time before they reluctantly moved apart. In the end it was closer to two hours before Josh got to see the underwear.


  THE END
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  Want more?


  If you enjoyed these stories and want more, be sure to look for the other nine volumes in the Love Is Always Write Anthology series, as well as the special bonus volume featuring three novel-length stories, available for free download at www.Goodreads.com
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