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  Introduction


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


  What Is Love Is Always Write?


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


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


  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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  SIN


  by N.R. Walker
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  Half naked man, wearing only leather pants and matching wrist cuffs, with the top of his ass exposed. His hands are raised above his head, and tied. He can't escape. He has jet black hair with a stripe of white strands at his forehead, almond shaped eyes and a sweet smile.
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  Dear Author


  My name is Sin. That's what he calls me. I am a Dychiiop. We are a race of people who transmogrify into more than one form. I come from a place known as Auhin. We are a peaceful planet and people. An asteroid struck my ship, damage irreparable, mission aborted. Setting off alarms, shutting down sections of the ship along with the backups, I could do nothing but make it to safety and shift into another form and suspend while the ship spiralled out of control. My ship crash-landed on what I thought was a deserted place. I made it out with minor cuts as I made it to safety from the crash. I sat there in shock and watched my ship burn to nothing. All communications to my home planet, lost, gone. Gone was my link to everything I knew. This is the first time that I have ever felt so alone. What a strange place to be lost in. I found shelter from the elements and settled in to rest and recover. Shortly thereafter, I detected someone watching me. So close, so very close….


  …I was captured and imprisoned by this man. They call him Von.


  [image: ]


  A well-defined man standing in an expensive suit, with his shirt open, exposing his muscular torso. His stance is dominating, his look is threatening. His eyes are cold and his smile is sinister. He's clearly used to getting what he wants, when he wants it, whatever the cost.
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  He is a sadistic human who continues to conduct cruel experiments on us. I am imprisoned in a place somewhere underground where the light is false. It is cold here, an unnatural cold. The experiments have left me unable to fully shift. It is too painful to be awake most of the time, too painful to sleep for the nightmares. I am in limbo. I am not alone here. I hear others. There are rooms which hold beings that are part human and something else. I do not know. I hear screams, weeping, so much pain.


  There are four other humans (?) in white coats who get their orders from this Von human. I hear their whispers when he is away. They speak often of TradeCap or Sector 5. A sector where those who have genetically "Completed" end up. When you are sent there, you do not return... I miss my home, my people. I hate it here. Am I to continue to suffer a fate worse than death at the hands of this insane human? I've been on this god-forsaken planet for a few months? Weeks, who knows? How do I get out?
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  A close-up face-only photo of a dark-skinned man, with full, beautiful lips and sky-blue eyes. His stare is captivating, crystal clear and a true window to his soul. His eyes alone tell us he is strong and honest. His eyes tell us he will defend what is right, what is his.
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  My name is Rhys Denali Delacroix. I was born a lion shifter. I belong to an elite organization that rescues and protect shifters of all kinds. Our undercover missions infiltrate the worst offenders who otherwise have the money and means to slip under the radar and bureaucratic red tape to carry out their experiments. This is the worst I've seen yet. I wear one of the white coats. I oversee Sector 7 where Sin is housed.


  The first time I laid eyes on Sin a few months ago, there was no doubt in my mind that he is to be with me. Since then I've craved Sin like my next breath. Fuck! I've never met anyone like him before. I can only watch him from afar without blowing my cover. Why now? Shit! Couldn't this happen at any other time? I've kept him in a state of suspension. I cannot bear to hear his screams. But I have to be careful. I have to find a way to keep him safe and bide my time. Von has become suspicious of my movements in the lab. He may be on to me. He's had a possessive eye on Sin from the very first day and it has been full of lust ever since.


  Sincerely,


  D
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  genre: sci-fi; paranormal; other-world


  tags: scientist; shifters; undercover agents; abduction; experiments; bonded


  content warnings: almost dub-con; torture; violence
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  SIN


  by N.R. Walker


  CHAPTER 1


  Von was pleased. It wasn't often his research came to him. Not willingly, anyway. He often had to scour the universe, dredging the most unsavory of places for the creatures he sought. But not this time.


  As luck would have it, Von had decided to inspect Sector Two himself, instead of having one of his assistants report back to him. This particular Sector fronted the perimeter of his facility, where he happened to be, and he watched the crash unfold before him. If he'd stayed late in his lab like he normally did, he would have never seen the spacecraft spiral out of control. He would have never seen him. Acquired him. Him. His most prized possession.


  Von knew what he was the moment he first watched him. There was only one race in all of the universe with the ability to change into many forms that he'd heard of, that could transmogrify. A Dychiiop. And what a specimen he was. Seemingly uninjured, though scared. Alone.


  Perfect.


  The ship itself had burst into flames shortly after impact, and Von had wondered if who, or whatever, was on the craft had survived. So he took two of his wardens and set off to investigate. They watched the seemingly shapeless figure emerge from the damaged craft, seeking shelter from the elements.


  And they watched the creature transform. Twice.


  From the shapeless form, to an exo-skeletal type insect for just the briefest moment—if they'd blinked they'd have missed it—then this magnificent creature changed again into an almost chameleon figure, blending in to the blackened rocky ridge it laid down against.


  Von had heard the myths of the elusive Dychiiop but had always thought the myth to be exactly that. Just a myth. He never dreamed he'd ever see one in his lifetime, much less own one. All his years of research, of chasing the elusive genetic formula which allowed some creatures to shape-shift and not others, literally fell out of the sky and into his research lab.


  As the brilliant creature rested, Von and his two men closed in. He ordered one of his men to approach the Dychiiop and ordered the other man to come in from behind, tranquilizing it. The resting Dychiiop sensed their approach, and when it saw the humans, it mimicked their form.


  What Von saw took his breath away. It could pass as human.


  The most perfect of specimens.


  Von watched as the creature lifted its hand in a peaceable gesture, then watched as the tranquilizer dart stuck in its back and watched as the beautiful being fell to the ground.


  Restrained and sedated, Von looked over his new acquisition. He traced his hand along the newly formed humanoid face—the cheekbones, the eyelids, the full lips. With dark, almond-shaped eyes and jet black hair with a shock of white above his forehead, Von marveled at this creature's beauty.


  And for the hundreds of aliens, creatures and beings Von had conducted experiments on over the years, he'd only given them identification numbers. But this one, this most prized of all his specimens, wasn't worthy of a number.


  It needed a name.


  A remarkable name. A name that personified this creature, a name when spoken would incarnate what Von saw in him.


  Von smiled. He would call him Sin.


  ****


  "Keep him suspended in human form," Von ordered. "And restrained at all times. This one is to be allowed no reprieve. There's no telling what form he's capable of."


  Rhys looked at the scientist, trying to keep the disdain from his face. The man positively disgusted him, and the joy he took from this Dychiiop's pain was sickening.


  But Rhys Denali Delacroix was a professional. One of the best agents the TradeCap had. Which was why he was chosen for this particular job. Which was why he wanted to do it. TradeCap was an elite organization that rescued and protected shifters of all kinds, and it had taken a lot of maneuvering, a lot of pay-offs, but TradeCap finally had four moles in Von's facility.


  There were eight staff members altogether, not including Von; four of his regular staff, and four undercover agents, strategically selected and placed, whose sole purpose was to bring Von down.


  Von was a human. A human who had been conducting experiments on shape-shifters in the furthest realms of the universe. He made his incredible wealth by trading and selling genetically-modified shifters on the black market.


  Slaves.


  The man was a trafficker. What Von's clients did with their purchases was not his concern. And those shape-shifters rendered useless or incompetent after being genetically completed, were simply harvested and their bi-products sold, usually as toxins, enhancers or aphrodisiacs.


  But Von's primary purpose, his one true desire, was to find the DNA coding, the genetic link, or chemical response that would allow him to change form. He'd dedicated his life to it. He'd sacrificed countless innocent shape-shifters in the name of research, and just as many innocent non-shifting alien beings as incubators or petri-dishes.


  And Rhys and his team were there to stop him.


  Rhys had been at the compound for three months gathering evidence; physical proof to ensure the psychotic scientist spent eternity paying for his crimes. They needed indisputable proof of any and all of Von's breaches of universal rights so no matter how much currency added weight to his defense, it would never be enough.


  But everything changed when Sin arrived.


  Rhys had changed. He felt it in his bones.


  In his soul.


  Rhys had followed a very excited Von into a containment room, and that's where he saw him. Sin, Von had called him, and Rhys could see why.


  He was beautiful. He wore leather pants and forearm shields, and he was restrained with high-voltage electrical cuffs to his wrists and ankles, his head hung forward. He was heavily sedated, unconscious, but Rhys knew, he just knew, he was destined to be with this man.


  This creature.


  This creature, who would no doubt be subjected to a fate worse than death by the twisted mind of Von.


  Rhys wanted to touch him, he wanted to feel him under his touch, but he didn't dare. Despite the pounding of his heart, the warming of his blood, the magnetism he felt to the newly acquired Sin; Rhys remained outwardly calm.


  "Keep him suspended in human form," Von ordered. "And restrained at all times. This one is to be allowed no reprieve. There's no telling what form he's capable of."


  Rhys nodded. "Of course."


  "He's to be chipped, scanned. I want a full analysis." Von spoke with a child-like excitement that Rhys found particularly unnerving. He'd never seen him so animated. Von turned to leave, but as he got to the door, he turned to face Rhys.


  "No one is to touch him, no one is to enter this room without my express consent to do so." Von gave a pointed nod to the surveillance camera. Then he stared at Rhys and grinned. "Sin is mine."


  Rhys nodded again and set about the initiation procedure: micro-chips, registration, blood analysis, retina and cerebral cortex scans. These tests were protocol for all new acquisitions, and these tests didn't bother Rhys too much. They weren't too invasive.


  Not like the tests which followed.


  Rhys shook his head, not wanting to imagine this beautiful creature enduring what Von had in mind. Yes, Von owned him now. But Rhys vowed to himself that wouldn't always be the case.


  Rhys would save him. Rhys would protect him.


  Though he couldn't understand the pull to this creature, Rhys vowed, no matter the cost, Sin would belong to him.


  CHAPTER 2


  Sin knew he was bound. Even lapsing in and out of consciousness, he knew he was restrained. His body ached, he was suspended in a human form, unable to change. His usually sharp mind was hazy and unable to focus. Normally able to transform into any chosen form with just a thought, his mind was now dense sludge.


  And when he would wake, even for just moments at a time, he remembered. Just snippets. Flashes.


  He remembered the meteor shower, shutting down the electrics in his ship, the impact. He remembered finding a shelter, watching the only link to his home—his life—burn to nothing. He remembered the feeling of being watched. He remembered the human approaching him and changing into a similar form to greet him.


  Then nothing. Darkness.


  And as he slipped from his dreams to a blurry awareness, he heard voices.


  Some close, some far.


  Some kind, some… not.


  He knew he wasn't alone. He could hear screams and cries from rooms close by.


  And then there was the burning.


  At first, Sin thought he was dreaming. The nightmares that had taunted his dreams were horrific, but all too soon, he realized this was actual physical pain; unbearable; excruciating.


  Confounding.


  It shouldn't have been possible that he survived it.


  Not the first time.


  And not the countless times after.


  Sin knew it was coming. The humans in the white coats came with syringes of different colors. Sin could smell the acidity, the caustic odor they injected into his body before he felt it lick at his veins.


  And he burned, from the inside out. Whatever they injected into him was like acid. It varied, the level of intensity, the severity. His throat stripped raw from screaming, his muscles spent, his bones felt brittle, and he'd fall into unconsciousness again. He welcomed oblivion.


  Then his only to wish was to wake from his dreams, horrendous, sickening chemical induced nightmares. Sometimes the dreams of his home, of his family, were worse. Pleasant and peaceful, but dreadful all the same, because Sin longed for it, and he now wondered if he'd ever see home again.


  Sin tried to count the times. He tried to count the days, but he couldn't see the sun or the moons. He had no idea if it was day or night. He had no idea what was real or what was nightmare. Time had no meaning here.


  Though he knew time was passing, because the injections, the experiments, got easier to bear. He became more aware of what was around him.


  He was adapting.


  Adapting to the pain, adapting to the cold, to the sounds and to the scents of those who came into his room. He learned the scent of those who inflicted the worst pain and those who were kinder. The individual scents of the white coats who took statistics; injected him; tested him.


  But they deliberately kept his mind in a constant fog, and the first time he heard the men in the coats speak, he thought for certain he was dreaming. There were two voices, hushed, whispered.


  "Room eight was taken to Sector Five."


  "Dammit."


  "When's Von due back?"


  "Before morning." There was a beat of silence. "Rhys, what are you doing?"


  "Administrating a repressor. Lessens the pain."


  "Rhys, if Von finds out…"


  "Von won't find out."


  Then Sin felt the injection, and he realized why sometimes it was less painful. One of the white coats was giving him a repressor, giving him relief from the injection that would follow. That was why some injections were easier to bear. This one man, in a white coat, the one whose scent reminded Sin of something familiar, something his mind couldn't quite grab, was trying to help him.


  And now Sin had a name to go with the scent.


  Rhys.


  ****


  Through the constant swirl of injections and swirling thought processes, over the next however-long, Sin waited for Rhys to come back in to his room. He smelled him first.


  It was the one comfort he had, this Rhys. His one hope.


  When the scent was strongest, when Sin knew Rhys was close, he spoke.


  "Hurts."


  Rhys gasped.


  Sin said it again. "Hurts."


  Rhys' voice was strained. "I know. I'm sorry."


  Sin tried to look up at Rhys, but his head was heavy, his neck was sore. He hurt all over. And his head fell back, his eyes closed. He tried talking again, but Rhys stopped him.


  "Sshh," he hushed him. "Von's coming."


  Not a few seconds later, Von came into the room. "How's my favorite patient?"


  "Patient?" Rhys asked. He almost laughed.


  "Well," Von mused, "my favorite subject."


  Subject. Rhys bit down his anger. "His body is too strained. The restraints have extended his muscles for too long, the room is too cold..."


  "The room is cold to make him docile," Von snapped back at him. "Are you questioning my methods?"


  "No," Rhys amended quickly, not wanting Von to grow suspicious. "I just thought if you released the restraints for periods during the night and allowed his body to rest, you might see better results."


  It was a lie. Rhys just wanted some relief for Sin. Von seemed to contemplate this notion, but then he smiled a sinister smile. "No. I can't risk this one changing form and escaping. He's too valuable. Treatment is to stay the same. In fact, you can increase the DNA exchange into 7258."


  Von turned on his heel and walked out. Rhys' shoulders fell as he sighed. He may have just saved Sin from further torture, only to have it inflicted on another creature. Other subjects, with only numbers like 7258, were being injected with DNA from Sin to see if other shape-shifters would emulsify any of the possible shapes Sin could shift to. Von was also conducting his own brand of in vitro fertilization. He would have incubators— other female beings— impregnated with embryos.


  Von was trying to clone Sin.


  The host mothers—imprisoned shape-shifters—would die excruciating deaths. Their bodies were incompatible with the foreign DNA, rejecting the intrusion. It wasn't this procedure alone that killed them, but the unproven trials to inject the host with splintered chromosomes and hormones from Sin. It was Von's demented theory that the injected genetic matter would infuse with the host's, therefore making the pregnancies viable, giving him a Dychiiop breeding program. Of course the only thing this accomplished was to inflict unfathomable pain on the female hosts. Their blood warred with itself within their bodies, until the internal organs melted.


  The man was fucking insane.


  In all of Rhys' years hunting down scum like Von, he'd never encountered a facility like this. Or such a madman at the helm.


  When Rhys was sure Von had gone, and he was alone with Sin, he leaned in close, still careful not to touch him, and whispered, "I'm going to get you out of here. But you'll need to trust me. It will get worse before it gets better."


  CHAPTER 3


  Von was growing impatient. He had a Dychiiop in his lab but was seeing no results. He'd transferred DNA before—not always successfully, he conceded, but transferred all the same.


  Not all subjects survived. In fact, few did.


  But they weren't his concern. Sin was. He almost felt bad that the creature had to suffer.


  Almost.


  But this was a once in a lifetime opportunity. To have a Dychiiop and not try to unravel its secrets was beyond comprehension for Von. He was many things, but foolish wasn't one of them. He would learn the secrets encrypted in Sin's genetic coding if it was the last thing he did.


  Having Sin in his grasp was like holding that elusive thing they described in those ancient scrolls… Von tapped his chin, unable to remember what they'd called it.


  And then it hit him. "Holy Grail."


  Rhys looked up from the clipboard in his hand. "Pardon?"


  "The Holy Grail," Von repeated. "Sin is my Holy Grail."


  Rhys looked at Von, confused. "I'm afraid I don't know what that means."


  Von smiled. "On my planet, in ancient times, humans searched for a mysterious religious artifact of that name. They believed it held the secrets to the foundations of their religious beliefs."


  Rhys nodded. "Was it ever found? This Holy Grail?"


  "No," Von chuckled. Then he sighed. "But I have found mine. Sin is everything I have searched for."


  Rhys frowned at first, but remembering his role in this undercover hell, he smiled. Not that it mattered. Von wasn't watching him. He was leaning over the intercom. Pressing a button to his chosen staff, he ordered, "I want Sin moved to the containment room in Sector Seven."


  The voice of the warden came back through the intercom. "Yes, sir."


  Rhys turned to look at Von and asked, "You're moving him?" He tried to look unconcerned.


  Von raised an eyebrow at him, at his question, and Rhys knew he was walking a fine line.


  "Yes," Von replied coldly. "We've been inducing his transformations internally, yes?"


  Rhys nodded. The mere thought of what Sin had been put through made him cringe, how his body was chemically going through the changes without physically morphing. "Yes. His body has gone through all chemical reactions to transmogrify, without the physical changes."


  Von nodded. "Now I want to see him change."


  Rhys couldn't hide his surprise. "You want to allow him to physically change?"


  "Only in the containment chamber," Von explained. "I'm sure it will hold him. Anyway, the vents will be closed, only to release oxygen and whatever gaseous stimulants it will take to induce his physical changes. It's completely sealed."


  Rhys nodded thoughtfully. He didn't know what to make of it. It wasn't like Von to change his strategies on a whim. He knew the man was becoming annoyed at the lack of results, and he worried what this meant for Sin.


  Von said, "I've seen him change twice. I want to see what else he is capable of." Then he stood, indicating the discussion was over. "I want him sedated for the move."


  Rhys took that as an order, so he took Alexis with him, one of the four other undercover agents, and they went in to prep Sin for the move. Rhys knew Sin would be hazy, and he knew the change of environment would be frightening for him.


  Rhys wanted to reassure him. He wanted to protect him, keep him safe. He didn't really know why, but there was something about this Dychiiop that spoke to him.


  He and Alexis went into Sin's room, and while Alexis readied the sedative, Rhys looked over the creature he was drawn to.


  Sin was restrained, as he had been for the last two months, with electric pulse cuffs with his arms raised above his head. His head was bowed; he was exhausted. Rhys told him he was being sedated and moved, that he'd be put into a room with thick glass walls. He told him not to hurt himself against the walls, that there wasn't a creature in the galaxy who could break through them. Rhys told him he would be unrestrained and free to change forms. He explained there would be no more injections, but there would be gas pumped into the room instead. He told him not to be scared.


  Then Rhys did something he was forbidden to do.


  He touched Sin.


  Rhys cupped Sin's face and lifted his head. And for the first time, their eyes met.


  And there was no air in the room. Rhys' knees almost buckled, and both men gasped.


  Nothing else in the universe mattered.


  "Oh my God," Alexis gasped beside them, having realized what had just happened. She quickly administered the sedative and grabbed a stunned Rhys' arm, pulling him away from Sin just as Von and his two biggest wardens walked into the room.


  Von and his men took Sin into the containment room in Sector Seven and were kept busy enough not to notice Rhys' absence. Alexis called an emergency meeting with all four undercover agents in the facility.


  When the two other agents, Tuuqi and Cavon, snuck into Alexis' private quarters, they found an agitated Rhys leaning with his hands against the wall and his head bowed, trying to catch his breath.


  Tuuqi looked from Rhys to Alexis. "What's wrong?"


  Alexis stood up, concerned. "We need to finish this job. Whatever we have on Von needs to be enough. This operation needs to be wrapped up."


  "What happened?"


  "Sin," Alexis told them. "The Dychiiop in Sector Seven?"


  Both agents nodded.


  "We need to get him out," Rhys interrupted, snapping at them. "Now!"


  Alexis put her hand up to stop him, then she turned back to her fellow agents. "We went into his room to sedate him, Von wanted him relocated to the containment chamber."


  "And?"


  "And Rhys touched him."


  Tuuqi and Cavon stared at Rhys, shocked he'd gone against Von's direct orders.


  "But that's not all," Alexis said, and both men turned back to her. She shrugged and told them, "They bonded."


  Both agents blinked and spoke in unison. "Bonded?"


  Rhys pulled at his hair. "Sin… he's my mate."


  ****


  The four agents discussed options. Well, three agents discussed options, while Rhys concentrated on breathing and trying not to throw up. He didn't understand. Why now? Bonded? Mated? His soulmate, the one he was destined to be with? Why this creature? The very creature he had to watch being tortured, completely unable to stop it.


  He caught the end of the discussion. "…another week."


  "No," Rhys barked. "Now! We get him out now!"


  "Rhys," Tuuqi said calmly. "We can't blow this operative. We've been here for months. We're so close."


  Rhys was pacing. He pulled at his hair again. "I know! But when the objectives change, we adapt. Is that not what we are taught?"


  Alexis nodded. "Yes, but Rhys, this is a TradeCap operation, first and foremost."


  Rhys spun to look at her. "What?" he cried. "How can you say that? You saw what happened in there. You were there!"


  "I know," Alexis answered. "Rhys, I know. And I know what it means. We will get Sin out. We will," she said reassuringly. "But not now. Not right now."


  "When?" Rhys cried.


  "Von's going to auction next week. He's scheduled for two days leave," Cavon informed him. He was the agent delegated to Sector Five, where the genetically completed were held awaiting auction. "It's the perfect time. We can ensure the safe removal of all inmates, Sin included."


  Then something occurred to Rhys. "What if Von takes Sin? What if he-"


  Alexis put her hand on Rhys' arm, cutting him off. "Then we have to make sure that never happens. Now that we know, now we know what he is to you, we can protect him."


  Rhys finally breathed. "Next week? We'll get him out next week?"


  Alexis nodded.


  Rhys looked at her, then at the two other agents. "You promise we'll protect him?"


  "Yes."


  "Okay," Rhys said with a nod. "Next week. We get him out next week."


  CHAPTER 4


  Even though Rhys knew the days were counting down, watching Sin transform into the most magnificent of creatures was heartbreaking.


  Rhys was certain if he was watching Sin transform under his own free will he'd have found him glorious. But to watch as his body morphed unwillingly, chemically, was just as agonizing for Rhys to watch, as it was for Sin to endure.


  Von, on the other hand, was ecstatic. Enthralled.


  He watched his Sin morph and change forms fluidly. And the more the fine creature screamed as the chemicals changed him on a cellular level, the more Von enjoyed watching. The more he watched him writhe in agony, the more aroused he became.


  In each shape Sin shifted into, he was dark, almost black, except for a strike of white somewhere on his body. Sin was beautiful as a human. But as the many, many forms he changed into—from every realm of the universes—he was… transcendent.


  Von wanted him. Von wanted him in carnal ways he'd never wanted anything else. He wanted to possess him in every way possible. Von wanted to feel Sin writhe underneath him while his cock was buried inside him. He wanted to feel the power of truly claiming this magnificent being, making him his. Von wanted his seed inside Sin so everyone would know to whom he belonged.


  Von dreamed of the day when Sin would be unrestrained, by his side, at his heel. Willingly. Wantonly. His.


  Von hadn't ever intended to enslave the creature for his own physical pleasure. That hadn't even crossed his mind… but the more he saw him, the more he observed this fantastical creature, the more he wanted him.


  And Von couldn't deny it. He wanted him.


  Von's plans were changing. Yes, he wanted to know the Dychiiop's genetic secrets, but no, he wouldn't harvest Sin when his testing was done.


  He would keep him.


  "Happy with the results, sir?" Rhys asked sardonically at the smiling madman as they stood at the glass panel, watching Sin scream as his body shuddered and shook.


  Von nodded, too absorbed with Sin to notice Rhys' scathing glare. "Yes, I am." Von rocked back on his heels with his hands in his pants pockets. He palmed his hardened cock, then looking at Rhys, he said, "This will do Sin for today. Rest him. Let him sleep."


  Rhys swallowed his surprise, "of course."


  Von went to his quarters to relieve his aching dick while Rhys tended to Sin. As Rhys went through standard decontamination procedures, Von stroked himself. He imagined the beautiful Dychiiop in human form bent over before him. He imagined taking Sin's ass. In one full thrust, he would take him, tighter and hotter than any other, having him writhe and buck underneath him. And Von's release drew tight in his belly.


  Sin was exhausted, bent and broken on the floor of the cold room, and Rhys knelt before him. He tentatively reached out to touch him, not wanting to startle him. "Oh, Sin. It's me, Rhys."


  "Oh, Sin," Von cried as he pumped his cock, squeezing and pumping, harder, faster. He imagined being buried inside him. "That's it, take me. Take all of me."


  "Take me away," Sin whispered. "Help me, please."


  "I will," Rhys murmured. "I swear it on my life."


  Breaching major protocol, Rhys picked Sin up, like a parent would a child, and laid him on the padded cot. The feel of Sin in his arms, against his chest, filled him with something he'd never felt. He'd never felt anything so right. "Just a few more days, Sin, yeah?"


  "Yes," Von groaned. His head fell back as his orgasm surged through him, spilling onto his hand and stomach. He convulsed as pleasure wracked through him, and he smiled as bliss settled into his bones.


  Rhys ran his trembling hands over Sin. His body shivered and shuddered from the latest molecular manipulation he'd endured, and Rhys could do nothing to ease his pain.


  Though Rhys had no idea how even the simplest gesture of his hand on Sin's skin was the only comfort, the only kind and gentle contact, the only warmth Sin had had in months.


  Rhys was the only hope Sin had to cling to, his only reason to endure this hell, to take the next breath, to live.


  Sin had almost given up, lost his will to fight, but then Rhys had held his face, and he'd looked into the bluest eyes he'd ever seen. He saw him. The one. Light years away from his home, from all he'd ever known, here in this hell, was his one true mate. The one his soul searched for, was here, sent to save him.


  "Just a few days, Sin," Rhys vowed again in a whisper. "I promise. I need you to stay strong."


  Sin nodded, and as much as Rhys ached to hold him, to trace his fingers along his face, to pick him up and run away with him, he didn't. He simply told him, "Sleep, Sin. Dream of seeing your family again."


  Sin's eyes opened slowly, sleepily. "My… family?"


  Rhys smiled. "You used to talk of them… in your sleep, in your peaceful dreams. You'd talk of Auhin and your family." Then he told him quietly, "You've not mentioned them for some weeks."


  Sin's eyes closed again, and a single tear ran to his temple. "I want to go home."


  Rhys touched his hand to Sin's cheek, and he wiped the tear away with the pad of his thumb. "And I will take you."


  ****


  Von was preparing for his next auction. He had at least three genetically completed units to sell, plus a large quantity of harvested serums. He'd need to take his two strongest men with him, as he always did, which would leave Sin in the sole care of the man in charge of Sector Seven.


  Rhys.


  Von didn't know what to make of Rhys Delacroix. All his security clearances checked out, and Von didn't particularly care for intelligence or how highly his references spoke of him. The deal clincher for Von to hire Rhys was that he was human.


  Human, like him. He knew the anatomy, the physical limits, the capabilities of humans. For their intelligence and dexterity, humans were above everything else, mortal.


  Fragile.


  Expendable.


  Von certainly didn't have to worry about secrecy. He wasn't concerned about the facility staff selling secrets or informing authorities once they left, because once their time working for him was over, they were simply harvested.


  So Von had rarely given much thought to his staff. But Rhys was intriguing.


  He was good looking, tall and dark. He moved fluidly. If Von hadn't have seen the test results himself proving Rhys was indeed human, he'd have had his doubts. Rhys was smart, obedient, subordinate. In short, he did what he was told. There was the odd eyebrow twitch or infrequent surprise at certain orders, but he was generally compliant.


  And Von expected nothing less.


  ****


  Rhys' body ached. Being in human form was comfortable enough, but as a shifter, his body ached to change.


  He longed to be in an open space where he could transform and run for miles. He needed to stretch, to iron out the kinks. He could only imagine how Sin felt. Actually, he couldn't imagine. He couldn't fathom it. And the three other undercover agents with Rhys kept reassuring him, in hushed whispers and knowing looks that it'll all be over soon.


  Rhys had risked too much already. He'd touched Sin, he'd spoken to him. He still tended to the other poor creatures in Sector Seven, but not how he looked after Sin. Von was too preoccupied with the upcoming auction to notice how attentive Rhys had become. He certainly didn't notice the gas canisters, which should have housed the molecular stimulants to induce changes in Sin at will, now only housed pure oxygen.


  The night before, when Rhys had fed the inmates of his Sector, he had told Sin of their plans. "In two days' time Von is leaving for two days. We plan to get you out then. You, and all the others. My organization will shut down this facility."


  Sin had looked at him, and even though he was exhausted and hurting, he gave Rhys a small smile. It was brief and tinged with sadness, but it still took Rhys' breath away. Rhys had quickly cupped his hand to Sin's face and swore to him he'd save him. "But I'll need you to do something for me."


  Sin looked at Rhys and nodded.


  "I'll be changing the gas canisters," Rhys told him. "They will contain only pure oxygen. Because when we get you out of here, I'll need you at your best."


  Sin looked at him, not quite understanding what Rhys was asking.


  "You can taste pure oxygen?"


  Sin nodded. "Yes."


  Rhys sighed, relieved. "When you taste it, I'll need you to react like you would if it were a molecular stimulant."


  "You want to me to transform?"


  Rhys nodded. "Yes. Free form. So Von doesn't suspect anything. It will only be until he leaves." Rhys knelt in front of Sin, only to look up at him. "Can you do that for me?"


  Sin looked into Rhys' eyes, looking for any flicker of doubt or betrayal. But there was none. He saw only depth and sincerity. Sin nodded, and Rhys gave him a smile.


  "It will be okay, Sin," Rhys offered. "Just two more days. And it won't hurt anymore."


  And Sin had played his part well. He'd morphed into forms they'd seen before, he'd even screamed and groaned like he should. He almost had Rhys fooled to the point where he double checked the oxygen canisters.


  Von hadn't noticed any changes in Sin's behavior. In fact, he was pleased. He loved watching him. He loved imagining all the things he would do to him, all the ways he would have him, when Sin was truly his. When he owned him in every way possible.


  And the night before he was scheduled to leave for the auction in the outer quadrant, Von was anxious. He didn't want to leave Sin, but he knew he was too unstable to take him with him. But he could take a part of him with him. He could still watch him.


  The surveillance footage. Von could watch replays of his Sin morphing in all his glory.


  With this new inspiration, Von headed to the security room, where he ordered the staff member to bring up all footage of Sin in the containment chamber, then he ordered the staff to leave. He wanted to watch Sin transmogrify by himself.


  Von knew he'd find this arousing, watching his Sin changing forms just for him. Like a personal viewing. He wanted to view in private, so he was free to act on any urges. And he knew he would. Von couldn't watch Sin now without being aroused, without getting hard, needing relief.


  But the footage was so much more.


  Yes, he saw Sin change, transform, scream and twist and cry. And it was superb.


  But he saw something else.


  He saw Rhys.


  Rhys in Sin's room. Rhys talking to Sin. Rhys touching Sin.


  And Von's anger boiled in his blood, pounded in his temples. He could taste blood in his mouth.


  And then he saw Sin. He saw Sin smile at Rhys.


  And what little reason and mercy Von had was gone. And he knew what he would do. His objectives changed, his plans changed.


  And Rhys would suffer.


  CHAPTER 5


  Rhys was exhausted. Maybe it was the worry, the stress. Maybe it was the excitement. But he hadn't slept soundly in weeks and barely a wink in the last two days.


  So after his nightly rounds of his Sector and a last check on Sin, he fell into his bed and was sound asleep in just seconds.


  That was why he didn't hear them coming.


  That was why they caught him off guard.


  That was why Rhys was startled awake when two of Von's henchmen grabbed him roughly, striking his face. They restrained him with electric cuffs and dragged him out of his room.


  Rhys' instinct was to transform, to protect himself, to defend himself. His body screamed to change. His body trembled, his skin crawled, he itched. But he reined it in, he kept his temper in check while the two thugs hauled him through the corridors of Sector Seven.


  They stopped at Sin's room, and when the doors slid open, Rhys was thrown onto the floor. He noticed Sin first. He was restrained with the same electric cuffs that bound Rhys' hands, but the cuffs were over his head, holding him inches off the floor. He was dressed in the black leather pants Von insisted he wore when in human form. His eyes were wide, but through his fear, he played his part.


  He stayed in the human form Von found so alluring. He could have changed into any form to escape, but he needed to not let on that Rhys hadn't chemically altered him in days. If Sin changed at will, Von would know the extent of Rhys' treachery.


  "Don't look at him," Von barked at Rhys, making him look at him instead of at Sin.


  It was then Rhys saw Von. Normally impeccably dressed, he was now disheveled. His suit jacket and shirt was open, revealing the taut skin underneath. But it was eyes. They were wild, as though he'd gone mad.


  Rhys knew this was it. There was no going back from this.


  His mind flashed to his other undercover agents, their safety and whether he'd blown their cover. Still on the floor, he straightened up, but Von stopped him before he could really move.


  "Stay on your knees," Von hissed at him. He stepped closer to his Sin and ran his hand gently across Sin's face, down his neck to his naked chest. He turned to Rhys. "I can touch him," he whispered. "Me, not you."


  Rhys started, "Von, I can-"


  Von held up his index finger to silence him. "Don't. I saw it all." Then Von traced his fingertips over Sin's stomach. "You've been talking to him, touching him for weeks."


  Then he smiled and turned to the two guards who had escorted Rhys to the room as they stood at the glass wall. "The other three agents. Kill them in their beds."


  Rhys gasped. "Von-"


  Von watched the two guards walk away and smiled at Rhys. "Your fellow traitors, mmm," he mused as though deciding on which shoes to wear. "I thought of harvesting them, but changed my mind."


  Rhys leapt to his feet, but the electric cuffs shot currents through his body, bringing him back to his knees. He fell, slumped to the cold floor with a groan. Sin fought against his restraints at the sight of Rhys in pain, and Von chuckled.


  Rhys took some deep breaths and growled at Von. "You don't want to do that."


  Von just smiled, oblivious to the internal war within Rhys. Unaware of how he fought to stay in human form, how his skin twitched and crawled with the need to change, screamed for it.


  But Rhys couldn't give himself away. Not yet. Not until he had to.


  Not until Sin was safe.


  "Oh, but I do," Von said. "I want to do a lot of things."


  Rhys looked up at Von then, only to see he now had both hands on Sin. He was raking his hands over his torso, down his sides. Sin looked at Rhys for any kind of sign; a nod, anything while trying to pull away from Von.


  But Von grabbed Sin's chin and made him look at him. "Look at me. He can't help you. He's just here to watch."


  Rhys looked at the madman. "Watch what?"


  Von grinned. "Watch me make Sin mine. Watch me take him, claim him, fuck him."


  "No," Sin breathed.


  Von ignored him, instead walking around him, tracing his fingers along his skin as he walked to stand behind him. "Oh, yes."


  "You don't want to do that," Rhys warned him, again trying to keep his body in check.


  "Oh, but I do," Von said longingly. "I've wanted him since I first saw him."


  Von ran his hands down Sin's shoulders, down his back and over his ass. He rubbed his hand over the leather, then with both hands, he pulled the pants over Sin's ass, exposing him.


  Sin tried to pull away, but his restrained hands held him in place. "Rhys?"


  Rhys looked at his Sin, and again tried to stand, but was again surged with electric currents. He fell back to the floor, his body still shaking, shivering, trying to rein in his control.


  Suddenly there was a commotion, a raucous, somewhere down the hall, and Rhys remembered Von had given the order to kill his fellow agents.


  Von chuckled, and grabbing Sin's hips, he pulled him against him, rubbing Sin's ass over his cock. "You speak his name for the last time, Sin. Because after I've finished with you, you'll be forever mine."


  Letting go of Sin, Von undid his belt then unbuttoned his suit pants and pulled out his engorged cock. "Tell me, Agent Delacroix," Von said as he rubbed his cock along the firm skin of Sin's ass, "In all your TradeCap research, did you know the Dychiiop mate for life? Such a fascinating race. Did you know that, Rhys?" Von slid his throbbing dick along the crack of Sin's ass. "Once they mate—once they fuck, or are fucked—that's it, that's who they're with forever. His body will take my cum and take my DNA, embedding it with his own."


  Von positioned himself, lined his cock up with Sin's ass, ready to consummate, to complete this binding. He would show Rhys just who Sin belonged to, teach him one final lesson.


  And make him watch.


  And Rhys couldn't have not reacted if he'd wanted to. His body responded of its own accord, his skin rippled down his back, sparks of adrenalin shot through his veins. Rhys could feel his body stretch, morph. Change.


  It had been so long since he'd shifted. His body ached as he shifted into lion form. His muscles distended, heated, altered, and when he fell to the floor this time, he landed on large padded paws.


  The electric cuffs still shackled his front legs, tight above his fetlocks. But pushing off his hind legs, Rhys felt his own power, his own strength course through him, and he launched himself at Von.


  Rhys was magnificent as a lion. Even Von acknowledged it, as the giant cat shot towards him. He didn't have time to react. He didn't even have time to be surprised. One second he had his hands on Sin's hips, about to guide himself inside him; the next he knew, Agent Delacroix transformed into a lion before his eyes.


  And then he was holding onto nothing.


  Literally.


  Sin was gone. His pants were a puddle of leather on the floor.


  Sin had watched in awe as Rhys shifted forms before him. It all happened so quickly, Sin barely had time to think. He watched as Rhys leapt toward them and transformed just in time so as not to be collected by Rhys as he aimed himself at Von.


  It was magical. Sin had many forms he could change into at will. Many Von had seen, many he had not. But he shot himself toward the ceiling and watched Rhys tackle Von.


  The might and power of such an animal was beautiful. He was big, sleek and strong, his fur was a darkened gold. And Sin hovered, watching. He watched as Von clutched at the air as Rhys barreled into him, knocking him to the ground. Sin watched Von struggle against the weight of the glorious lion, all the while looking around the glass room wildly.


  He wasn't looking for something to save him. He was looking for Sin.


  But Von couldn't see past Rhys. Rhys' face was close, his breath was hot, his teeth were bared. But his front feet were still bound by the cuffs.


  And then Sin watched as Von struggled with Rhys' paws, and Sin realized a little late, he was grabbing at the cuffs. He managed to press something, activated something, and Sin watched as Rhys shot backwards off the human. Rhys hissed and bit and pawed at the cuffs.


  Von clambered to his feet and pulled a small weapon from his inside coat pocket. He knew resetting the cuffs would fire voltage shots through Rhys, giving him an advantage. He'd almost forgotten about the gun he'd slipped into his jacket. He pulled it out and aimed it at the lion, just a few feet away.


  And then Sin was in front of him.


  Though it wasn't like anything he'd ever seen. In front of him was the most impossibly divine creature Von had ever seen.


  So simple. So beautiful.


  Black smoke.


  That's all he was.


  Wispy, creeping, rolling.


  Magnificent.


  Von's eyes widened in awe. But then he wondered what kind of defense against his laser gun mere smoke would be. "Very impressive, Sin," Von panted. "But hardly an effective shield against this, don't you think?" he asked, waving the gun in his hand.


  Then he pointed the gun at Rhys.


  And Rhys forgot about the cuffs, still burning into his skin. He forgot about the gun pointed directly at him. He forgot about Von.


  He was watching Sin.


  He watched as the smoke floated toward Von, over the gun, along his hand and up his arm. Lines of blackened smoke wisped across his body, swirling, flowing. Von smiled in wonder as Sin wafted up his torso, his neck. Then Rhys watched as Sin simply crept into Von's mouth, and like liquid smoke, he poured himself into the human's body.


  Rhys watched as Von's eyes widened and then he dropped to his knees, the look on his face one of surprise and awe. Rhys was beginning to wonder if Sin would be okay, when Von simply fell onto his back, his legs splaying out and his back arching off the floor.


  Alexis burst into the room followed by Tuuqi. Alexis' relief at seeing Rhys was short lived. "Where's Sin?"


  And then it happened.


  There was a wet, snapping sound as Von's chest exploded open, his inflated lungs popped through his ribs, his sternum burst and hung from his chest. Blood and flesh splattered outward, followed by delicate plumes of wispy, black smoke.


  The haze of dark miasma flowed toward Rhys and gently wrapped itself around the thick front legs of the lion. Alexis and Tuuqi watched as the smoke swathed itself around, through the electric cuffs, and then the white and silver shackles simply fell to the floor.


  Rhys rolled his body upward, shifting back to human form, kneeling on the ground. Fine black smoke trailed up his body and gently caressed his jaw, his cheek. Rhys closed his eyes at the feel of Sin touching him, how gentle, how sweet it was. And then it wasn't smoke, it was fingers, and when Rhys opened his eyes, Sin was kneeling in front of him.


  When Sin began to pull his hand away, Rhys slid his hand over Sin's, keeping it to his cheek. He wanted to pull him into his arms, he wanted to hold him, but even as he knew it was over, he still had a job to do. Eventually Rhys looked from Sin to the two other agents in the room. "Is Cavon okay?"


  Alexis and Tuuqi were inspecting what remained of Von. "Yes, he's fine," Alexis answered. "He's gone to call it in, to let Headquarters know. We took care of the two thugs who came for us, then we came to help you and Sin."


  Tuuqi looked up from the mess that was Von. "Looks like Sin had you covered."


  Rhys slid his hand along Sin's jaw, holding his face. "He saved me."


  Sin sat back on his heels and looked at the floor. "What happens to me now?"


  Alexis cleared her throat, deliberately not looking at the two naked men. "We uh, will find you both some clothes, because there's an awful lot of skin in here."


  Rhys smiled and lifted Sin's chin so he looked at him. "What happens to you now… is I take you home."


  CHAPTER 6


  TradeCap had arrived in fleets. There were dozens of agents cataloguing evidence from each Sector, each laboratory, escorting hostages, treating them, transporting them. TradeCap would be there for weeks gathering evidence, now not to bring Von down, but they'd also gathered enough intel on the auctions: buyers, sellers, traders. They had enough to bring the whole operation down.


  Rhys tried to feel guilty for leaving his team to finish the job, but he just couldn't bring himself to care.


  He was taking Sin home.


  At first Sin was elated, but his exhilaration and longing soon gave way to exhaustion. The last few months had been horrendous and taken a heavy mental and physical toll. His body and his mind had endured unspeakable acts, and now it was over, Sin needed to rest, to decompress.


  From the pilot's seat, Rhys watched as Sin started to wane. He turned to him and said, "You're safe now. You're going home. Why don't you get some sleep?"


  So Sin simply climbed into Rhys' lap, laid his head on his shoulder and closed his eyes. Not exactly what Rhys had in mind, but it was lovely nonetheless.


  Rhys marveled at the creature he held. So placid, so gentle, yet so very lethal.


  Leaning over the controls, Rhys logged in the coordinates for Auhin, Sin's home planet, and set the craft on auto-pilot, picked Sin up and took him to bed.


  The craft was fast and comfortable, but it was small, only big enough for two. The sleeping quarters only had two single cots, not that Rhys minded. He considered putting Sin in one bed while he napped in the other, but instead lay down with Sin on the one bed, pulled him against him, wrapped his arms tight around him, and slept.


  ****


  Rhys woke up knowing he was being watched, and when he opened his eyes, Sin's face was barely an inch from his. Rhys blinked, and Sin smiled.


  Rhys bought his hand up to touch Sin's face. "Are you okay? Did you sleep okay? You know you're safe now?"


  Sin nodded. "You saved me."


  Rhys looked deep into Sin's eyes, and told him, "And you saved me." Sin smiled, and Rhys frowned. "I'm sorry I didn't get you out sooner. It killed me to watch what he did to you."


  Sin smiled at Rhys. "Please don't apologize. If it weren't for you, I'd still be there."


  "I can't believe you're here with me," Rhys said. "Like this. After watching you, wanting to touch you, hold you, save you for so long. Von was a cruel, cruel man."


  Rhys remembered how Von had touched him, what he was just about to do to Sin, how he intended to make him his. So he cupped Sin's face, and told him seriously, "I wouldn't have let him… violate you like that."


  Sin nodded. "I knew you'd stop him." Sin slid his hand over Rhys' and gave it a squeeze. "You're a lion shifter?"


  Rhys swallowed thickly and nodded. And then he told him everything. He told him how as an agent with TradeCap, he'd been all over the universes, seen places he only dreamed of, but, he'd also seen the worst of the worst when it came to illegal traders and traffickers. Rhys told Sin how he'd been so busy working, he'd never sought a lover. He'd heard other shifters talk of mates and destined partners, but never dreamed he'd find his one.


  The one.


  "But I did," Rhys whispered, with his hand still on Sin's face. "I found you. From the minute I saw you, I knew I had to save you. But when I touched you, that first time, and looked into your eyes…"


  Sin nodded. "I know."


  "You felt it too?"


  "Of course," Sin said with a shy smile. "I don't remember much… of the beginning…" Sin's voice trailed off, as his mind drifted back to when he was first captured. He shook his head, as if to clear the visions from his mind. "But I remember you. I remember your scent. Thinking it was… familiar."


  "Familiar?"


  Sin smiled. "I think my body knew. I think somewhere in my mind knew."


  "Knew what?"


  "Knew I could trust you. Knew you would help me, save me," Sin answered. Then he added softly, "I think my body knew you were my mate before I did."


  Rhys grinned and laughed happily at this acknowledgment, and Sin smiled beautifully, shyly. Sin took Rhys' hand and softly kissed the soft skin in the palm. "I've never known attraction or love," he said. "I spent years looking in my city, on my planet. My brothers all found their mates, and friends…" Sin looked at Rhys and smiled. "But not me."


  "Until now," Rhys amended with a smile.


  Sin nodded. "Until now."


  Rhys wanted to kiss him. He wanted it so bad, to feel Sin's lips on his, to taste his mouth. "I can't believe you're here with me. I can't believe I can touch you," Rhys said, tightening his arm around him. But he had one more question to ask. "Can I ask you a question?"


  "Anything."


  "Is what Von said true?" Rhys asked quietly.


  Sin's brow pinched. "About what?"


  "That the Dychiiop mate for life?"


  Sin smiled, relieved and nodded shyly. "And the act of completion?" Sin asked quietly.


  "Completion?" Rhys asked, a little confused. Then he realized what Sin meant. "Oh. Consummation?"


  Keeping his eyes low, Sin nodded.


  Rhys lifted his chin so he looked at him and asked him, "If soul mates copulate, or mate, if they make love, they're bound to one another for life? Is that true?"


  Sin nodded, and after a long moment, he answered, "Yes."


  Rhys smiled again and marveled at the beauty of this creature, this man, in his arms. He looked at him, taking in his face, committing every detail to memory. His dark, almond-shaped eyes, his beautiful skin, his full lips. His perfect, full lips. And Rhys couldn't stand it a second longer.


  "Can I kiss you?"


  Sin's eyes widened, but he nodded quickly. "Yes."


  So Rhys did kiss him. Soft and sweet, gentle and chaste, he pressed his lips to Sin's, let them linger, breathing him in. It was a perfect first kiss.


  And then his hand held his face, and Rhys used his lips to softly open Sin's mouth. And their open lips lingered, not urgent, but languid and lovely. And then Rhys slowly flicked his tongue along Sin's bottom lip.


  Sin moaned.


  From just a kiss.


  Rhys pulled their bodies closer, feeling all of Sin against him, and he deepened the kiss. He covered Sin's mouth with his own, tasting his mouth, tasting him. His hands held Sin's face tighter, closer, their tongues touching, caressing, his desire taking over.


  He wanted him. He wanted to feel him underneath him, he wanted to be inside him.


  But it was too soon, and Sin had been through too much. They both had.


  Rhys pulled Sin's bottom lip in between his own, before pulling away, trying to slow their pace. Sin's eyes opened lazily, hazily, and Rhys chuckled at him.


  Sin licked his lips. "More?"


  Rhys chuckled again and pecked his lips to Sin's. "Patience. We have all the time in the universe."


  Needing to put some distance between them, Rhys rolled off the cot. "I'd better check the flight log," he said, quickly leaving the small room and walking out to the cockpit.


  Rhys checked the log and double checked the coordinates, though he didn't need to. He took some deep breaths, trying to rein in his body, trying to tamper his arousal.


  But then Sin was behind him. Rhys didn't have to turn around, he knew Sin was there. He could sense him. His body just knew, Sin's mere presence set his skin to warm.


  Sin's voice was quiet. "Do you not want me?"


  Rhys spun to look at him. The look of rejection on Sin's face lanced him. "I want you. Very much."


  "Then why won't you have me?"


  Rhys let out a shaky breath. "I don't want to rush you. You've been through a lot these last few months. I want you to be sure this is what you want," Rhys told him.


  Sin's brow furrowed at first. "But I'm your mate?"


  "Yes," Rhys answered quickly. "God, yes." He sighed loudly. "And it's because of that, because I want what's best for you. You need to be sure, without me tempting you physically."


  Sin nodded, but then the corner of his lips curled into a smile. "So then can I tempt you?"


  Then he was gone, except for his clothes, which fell to the floor.


  A now-familiar swirl of black smoke snaked around Rhys' calf and up his inner thigh, wrapping around his leg. Sin inched upward, around Rhys' leg to his groin. It was a weird sensation, pressure but not-quite-pressure as the smoke cupped his balls, caressed his still-hard cock, rubbing the length, swirling over the head, and snaked upward still. Sin wound around Rhys' waist, tickled his ribs and skimmed over his neck and wisped across his ear, making Rhys smile and shiver.


  "Ah, Sin," he said, chuckling at this playful side to Sin.


  And then the smoke was gone, and Sin appeared, almost magically, in front of Rhys. On his knees and completely naked, his long erection jutting out proudly from his body.


  Rhys' breath hitched. "Oh, Sin."


  Sin looked up at Rhys, at his bulging erection then at his face. "Your body wants me."


  Rhys knelt in front of Sin, his knees on either side of Sin's. "I want you. My body, my heart, all of me."


  Looking at the floor between them, Sin told him, "I am yours. I belong to you. So have me."


  "Is it what you want?"


  Sin shook his head. "It's what I need." His voice was quiet. "I need you to make me yours."


  Rhys gasped. Want was one thing. Need was another. He was unable to deny Sin's needs. He took Sin's hand and stood up. He pulled Sin to his feet and led him back to the sleeping quarters, led him to bed.


  Sin watched Rhys undress, he watched him in awe. Rhys' lithe, lean body, his imploring blue eyes, his strong and gentle hands were so sure. The way he touched Sin, the way he held him, the way he worshiped every inch of skin with his hands, his lips.


  He explored every part of Sin's body, this human-like body, until Sin was writhing, thrusting his hips forward looking for friction, for any kind of touch.


  And then Rhys took him into his mouth.


  Sin had never felt anything like it. Wet, warm, hot. So hot. So good. These were sensations he'd never felt before, pleasure alight in every cell in his body. Rhys pressed his slicked fingers inside him, then his tongue, tasting Sin's opening, the very essence of him, and Sin couldn't hold back any longer.


  With a strangled groan, Sin bucked his hips, and Rhys knew this was it. He quickly slid his lips over Sin's cock so he could drink what he gave him. And drink he did, hot and thick, the very essence of Sin.


  Rhys knelt between Sin's thighs, lifting his legs, and while Sin's body was still convulsing with pleasure, Rhys pressed against his hole, and slowly, slowly, pushed inside him. Sin's eyes widened, his mouth fell open, and Rhys lay down over him and cupped Sin's face in his hands.


  Rhys was buried inside him, he held him, he kissed him and he pulled out only to push back in. Sin gasped, and Rhys froze, afraid he'd hurt him. But Sin wrapped his arms and legs around Rhys, pulling him closer, deeper, and they stared into each other's eyes.


  Without words, with just his eyes, Rhys asked Sin if it was really what he wanted. Rhys knew if he came inside Sin, they'd be bound together forever.


  Sin nodded and whispered, "Please. Please…"


  Rhys thrust hard, and this time, it was Sin who held Rhys' face, and giving Sin what he wanted, Rhys came. His cock swelled and throbbed, and with a pleasure he'd never known, his cock surged, pouring cum deep inside Sin's body.


  Sin gasped again, his body trembling as it took what Rhys gave him.


  And they felt it, they saw it, two souls became one, two bodies became one.


  And Rhys knew. He saw it.


  This is what Sin meant.


  This is what he meant when he said this was it.


  Forever.


  Sin tightened his legs around Rhys and kissed him, deep, so deep. They stayed joined, Rhys' still-hard cock buried inside him. Sin pulled his mouth from Rhys', savoring the taste of Rhys in his mouth. "I'm yours. I belong to you."


  Rhys kissed down Sin's jaw to whisper in his ear. "And I am yours. I belong to you."


  EPILOGUE


  Where are we going," Rhys asked?


  Sin smiled. "I want to show you something."


  From the window, Rhys marveled at the world Sin came from, as they made their way to wherever Sin was taking him. Auhin was, indeed, a peaceful planet. It was busy, but clean, quiet. There was complete equality, no power struggles, no money. Everyone had the same as everyone else, and everyone worked equally.


  It was very Utopian. Utterly peaceful. Utterly perfect.


  Everyone was accepted, regardless of the form—of the shape—they chose, and as a planet of transmogrifying shape-shifters, it was just as well.


  Rhys and Sin had been on Auhin for three weeks. When Sin had crashed his ship and lost communication all those months ago, his family had presumed him dead. So Sin's family welcomed him back with open arms, ecstatic to see him alive.


  Then Sin introduced Rhys as the man who saved him, the man who was his mate.


  And just like that, Rhys was welcomed into their home, into their lives.


  There were a thousand questions, as Sin relayed the story of the monstrous trafficker Von, of the brave undercover TradeCap agents, and how he owed his life to Rhys.


  Rhys had smiled and shook his head, telling their audience it was Sin who had saved him.


  Then Sin told his family what he went through, how he survived, how he escaped. His voice was quiet when he told them how he killed Von.


  Rhys squeezed Sin's hand and told them, "He did it to save me. He saved both of us, and all the others held there. Sin saved us all by taking Von down."


  The Dychiiop were a gentle race, and Rhys understood Sin's confession of murder must have been foreign, and very, very difficult.


  Sin's family listened sympathetically, quickly agreeing the act of taking another life to protect the life of your mate was justified. But Rhys could see Sin wasn't too convinced, and when they spoke privately later that night, Rhys could see Sin was struggling to deal with what he'd been through.


  All those months of torture had taken its toll. Sin seemed to cope in the beginning, but it got harder as the days went by. He remembered more, visions, flashbacks, nightmares.


  Sin would want Rhys near him at all times as the two of them spent every moment together, always touching, talking, learning, loving. And Rhys gave Sin everything he needed.


  But Sin had woken with a new agenda this day and had insisted he and Rhys take a short trip to somewhere special.


  "You want to show me what?" Rhys questioned again.


  Sin shook his head. "We'll be there shortly."


  Rhys really had no idea where they were going. All he knew was what he could see through the window. They were leaving the city, he knew that much.


  The hovership slowed to a stop, and Sin looked at Rhys and smiled. "We're here!" And the doors opened to reveal an open field.


  Sin stepped out into the knee-length grass, walking out some yards from Rhys, taking in the crisp air. Rhys smiled at him. "Why here?"


  Sin turned and looked at him. And then he was gone.


  Standing in his place was by far the most beautiful of all the forms Rhys had seen Sin change into.


  A panther.


  A sleek, black panther with a white blaze on his chest.


  Sin.


  He pawed the grass with his front foot and let out half a growl before he spun on his hind quarters and took off in the opposite direction.


  Rhys reacted without conscious thought, leaping into the air and hitting the ground on all fours. He took off after Sin, chasing him through the long grass, into the wooded area at the end of the field. This is what Rhys longed for—running, stretching, his huge claws churning the ground as he ran.


  Being free.


  Sin hardly ran fast, Rhys caught up to him easily, but the way he ran, sauntering, teasing… Sin was playing.


  He swayed his hips, lifting his tail, letting Rhys almost catch him, but not quite. Oh, Sin had every intention of letting Rhys catch him, but he knew Rhys had missed being in shifted form, how he longed for a good run in lion form. Sin looked forward to being in the same shifted form as his mate, he wanted to surprise Rhys, he wanted to share this with him. He wanted to give him this gift.


  And so the two giant cats ran, padding through the woods, side by side, leaping in front of each other, playing. That was until Sin stepped in front of Rhys and ran a little faster, and the game became one of chase.


  And as Rhys gained ground on Sin, the playful fun became serious.


  It became hunter and prey.


  Sin's gait became longer, his turns became sharper, there were no playful looks, no playful mewls. And Rhys' instinct of chase took hold.


  Sin was his prey, and he would have him.


  Rhys launched himself at Sin, tackling him to the forest floor. But Sin didn't give in, he wouldn't submit.


  Rhys would have to make him.


  Rhys had never done this before. Never in shifted lion form, and never with another same-sized cat. It was pure need, desire. Instinct.


  Sin writhed underneath him, hissing low in his throat. But Rhys stood over him, pressing his weight onto the black panther beneath him, holding him down. Sin tried to twist his body, but Rhys was over him, pinning him to the ground with his hips.


  Sin struggled for control. He wanted this, he wanted Rhys to have him, but there was an instinctual urge to fight for power. Sin twisted and tried to turn, and when he growled at the lion above him, Rhys reacted.


  With a low growl, he thrust hard against him, sinking his teeth into the back of Sin's neck as he sunk his cock into Sin's ass. And Sin stopped struggling and gave himself over completely.


  And Sin shifted back to human, and Rhys a second later. He licked at Sin's neck where his teeth had been pressed against his skin, and he threaded his fingers with Sin's as he drilled into him. Lying face down in the dirt and leaves, Sin lifted his hips for Rhys, giving himself for the taking.


  And Rhys took it.


  It wasn't their usual gentle love making. This was fucking. Primal, instinctual, raw desire.


  Rhys pounded into him, grunting with each thrust. And the louder Sin moaned, the harder Rhys fucked. He grabbed a fistful of Sin's hair, pulling his head back so he could sink his teeth back into his neck.


  Sin bucked underneath him with a grunted scream, and Rhys groaned as he came. He'd never cum so hard, losing all sight and sound while his cock emptied hot and thick inside Sin's tight ass.


  Rhys slumped onto Sin's back, the world around him still spinning. Sin groaned out a chuckle, before rolling over and collecting a sated Rhys in his arms. They lay on the forest floor, looking up at the trees and the sky, simply basking in each other.


  After a long while, Rhys broke the silence.


  "I could stay here forever," he mused out loud. "Here on Auhin, here with you." He looked over at Sin and lifted their entwined hands, kissing Sin's knuckles. "Doesn't that sound perfect?"


  Sin took a moment to answer. "I thought I could join you at TradeCap," he said quietly.


  "What?"


  "I could go back with you… to TradeCap."


  "Sin," Rhys said seriously. "it's dangerous work. I don't want to put you at risk. The very thought of you being in danger…"


  "I want to help stop people like Von doing to other shape-shifters as he did to me."


  Rhys rolled to his side and rested his head on his bent arm so he could look at Sin. He smiled at him. He knew Sin had struggled with what he'd been through. "If that's what you want."


  Sin gave him a soft smile, then he sighed. "We don't need to decide right now, do we?"


  Rhys shook his head. "No. Whatever you want, whenever you're ready."


  Sin smiled and sighed contentedly. "I'm not done playing yet," he said with a gleam in his eyes. "Did you like the panther version of me?"


  Rhys nodded. "Oh, very much."


  "Good," Sin said with a smile. "Because it's your turn to be chased. You'd better run, Rhys. It's my turn to fuck you into the forest floor."


  Rhys gasped but scrambled to his feet and leapt into lion form, hitting the ground running. Sin's laughter still echoed through the trees long after the black panther gave chase.


  THE END
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  The young man's green eyes can just be seen peeking out beneath the windblown cap of white blond hair. His pale face and blushing cheek only add to his beauty. He stares pensively into the distance.
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  SKIN OR SCALE


  by Jaime Samms


  University was supposed to be the pinnacle.


  Alec watched dragons wheel through the pearly blue spring sky just outside his window. Some of the smaller ones rested on the battlements above his room, tails dangling where he might have been able to reach them if the bars across the opening weren't quite so close together.


  His studies had taken a back seat to the angry heat of the mating fever he couldn't answer that boiled through his veins. He'd worked so hard to get here, and three years in a row, he was locked inside while his fellows took to the skies.


  It wasn't fair. He'd been a muckraker, from a family of muckrakers, and now he was a student, and a good one. He could learn everything the elite students could and more. Any magic any of them could perform in their human skin, he could do better.


  He groaned with the throbbing ache thudding through his body. It was becoming clear it didn't matter how much dragon theory he mastered. Something was missing. He'd never get the chance to put any of it into practice if he couldn't join the others dancing above the clouds.


  The metal, cool where he rested his burning forehead against the barrier, chilled even more as one of the creatures outside neared. A tiny dragon, no bigger than his own head, nosed at him through the bars. Its thin, agile tongue flicked out to coast along his skin and he stuck his fingers out to it. It nibbled at him, licking and chewing, like it could taste the fever simmering inside. Slitted golden eyes watched him, and he wondered if this was one of the university students, or a visiting dragon from the mainland.


  Yet another thing he should be able to tell, but couldn't because the fever messed with his ability to use even the skin-magic he could feel so strongly the whole rest of the year.


  "Get away from there!" A big hand slammed against the bars and the dragon squealed and dove away.


  Alec groaned at the noise and vibration and rolled to lean his bare back against the cool stone wall.


  "What are you thinking, Alec?" The owner of the hand settled on the bed, close enough that Alec's raised knees toppled to rest against his shoulder.


  Alec shrugged.


  "Try and keep your head, yeah?"


  Alec lifted the weight of his eyelids to peer at his visitor. "Easy for you to say, asshole. You can join them any time." He flicked his gaze toward the window, but didn't bother to lift his head enough to see out.


  "Don't be crass."


  Alec closed his eyes; too tired to bother worrying about how refined he sounded or didn't sound.


  "Come here."


  "Robert—" He didn't get to finish the protest before the bigger man had him wrapped up in muscled arms.


  "Try and relax."


  Like he hadn't been trying since the dragons took flight over a week ago.


  "You should be out there," Alec said, ignoring the way his body seemed to want to sink deeper into the man holding him. "Flying."


  "I will. Later."


  "You're their prince. They're here because of you. "


  "And I'm here because of you, and you need me more."


  "I'm just your skinny, geeky roommate. You have duties, and they don't include me. I should be serving you."


  "We already settled that." Robert leaned a bit away, took Alec's chin in his hand and lifted his face. "What did we say about that?"


  Alec pursed his lips, letting the heat of the fever and the glaze over his eyes rule his thoughts for a moment. Funny how they created a hazy glow around his roommate that set the bigger man apart from the rest of the mundane world.


  "What did we say?" Robert asked again.


  Alec blinked and the haze dissipated and he was looking at just Robert again: his roomie and fellow student of almost three years. "That you would look after me." Alec allowed finally.


  "That's right." He tucked Alec back under his arm, rested his chin on Alec's sweat-soaked blond head and began to hum.


  "Don't."


  "Shush. Now I have to start over. Just hold your tongue and listen."


  Alec closed his mouth and did as he was told. This was his prince, after all, even if he couldn't shift and fly with him. He still belonged in the dragon world, no matter what anyone else said. The blood was in him. It always would be. Whatever was missing that he couldn't shift, it didn't make him less dragon. Just less desirable as a mate, which didn't even matter, because with his other abnormalities, he already knew he would never mate anyway. Some dragons didn't, and that was okay.


  He had his studies. He was a student and no longer a stable boy looking after rich people's animals.


  Robert's voice rose and fell on the same cadence as the dragon song outside the room. The difference was, his song was for Alec alone, and it wove a sweet, safe cocoon in which he could nestle. For a little while, the fever and discomfort of blood too hot for the body that housed it couldn't hurt him. He could feel it: the wrongness of being trapped in a body that didn't fit, of feeling the wings he couldn't unfurl and the scales itching just under his skin, but for a little while, magic didn't have to hurt. Not when someone else practiced it, and that someone actually cared about him.


  Alec felt when the song stopped and Robert slid off the bed. He didn't open his eyes or move. If he stayed very still and silent, the cocoon of comfort would last a few hours while Robert went and communed with the rest of his clan. Alec couldn't be a part of that and didn't want to watch. It was best this way, even if he hated being cut off from his kind.


  "I'll be back," the prince promised.


  Alec could already hear the dragon in his voice and feel the heat the change to his body radiated. He was drawn to it, but resisted. The resultant pain wouldn't be worth the momentary euphoria of almost being what he was supposed to be.


  He didn't respond to the touch to his forehead, the wave of heat as Robert leaned close, or the definite chill that took over the room once he was gone.


  ****


  "You shouldn't let him do this."


  The voice that eventually filtered through the haze of Robert's comforting skin-magic was a little nasal, slightly high-pitched, and Alec blinked. The sun had made it to the other side of the university and was on its way down, leaving the room in dim, cool shadow. It took Alec some time to locate the owner of the voice.


  "Kreed." His own voice was harsh and thin. The fever was worse this time, making his skin feel parchment thin and angry.


  "Don't move around." Kreed floated over to the bed and hovered, his hands inches from Alec's bare shoulders. The cool emanating from the half-dragon's fingertips was soothing and Alec abandoned the half-formed idea he'd had of sitting up and attempting to act like less of an invalid.


  Almost half an hour passed while Kreed ghosted his hands up and down over Alec's exposed skin. It did bring comfort, lessening the rage of heat and helping him feel a little less fragile.


  "Better?" Kreed asked at last. Fatigue underlay the words and Alec sighed, guilt flushing his skin with a different kind of heat.


  "Yes, thank you. You didn't have to do that."


  "You were burning up."


  "It'll pass." He glanced out the window, but if there were any dragons out there now, the darkening sky hid them from view. The constant hum of dragon song was faint, for which Alec was grateful. Listening to the ritual he couldn't join in was sometimes more painful than the fever. "It always passes." His fingers tightened into a knot of tension in his lap.


  Kreed wavered in the air and Alec shifted, forced his hands apart and patted the mattress beside him.


  "Sit. Rest."


  A tight smile flashed over Kreed's face, but his wings stilled and he landed a little heavily beside Alec. "Thanks."


  He looked tired and Alec frowned. The worn look was not fresh. Whatever his friend had been doing, it had started before the outlay of magic he'd used to cool Alec's fever.


  "What's going on?" He leaned forward to better see Kreed's face, wishing the half-dragon had lit some lights so he could see him better.


  "Nothing. Just took a bit more than I expected." His fingers fluttered, like he might have lifted his hand, but he didn't. "Your fever's worse this year."


  Alec nodded.


  "You shouldn't spend so much time with Robert. He makes it worse."


  "No, he helps," Alec replied. "Like you do, but...different."


  "Different." Kreed snorted.


  "Don't start, Kreed."


  "I didn't say anything."


  "You didn't have to." Alec turned his face away.


  "Alec—"


  "I don't want to talk about this."


  A thin, tight membrane of silence stretched over the conversation.


  "I'm worried about you." The admission softened Kreed's voice and made Alec look back at him.


  The fever was distorting his vision again, because there was that nimbus of light around Kreed, just like he'd seen around Robert so many times. It drew him, like a moth, the same as Robert's did, and he was reaching for Kreed before he thought.


  "I have to go." The suddenness with which Kreed lifted into the air on frantically flapping wings made the bed rock. "I'll stop by tomorrow. See how you are." The air in the room chilled and swirled as he flapped to the door. "Get some sleep."


  "Kreed?"


  The door slammed and he was alone.


  ****


  "Kreed was here." Robert wasn't asking, really, so Alec saw no need to answer. His roommate had been gone all night. Morning sun glinted off the bars at the window and off Robert's glossy dark curls where he stood by the window. He looked tired, flushed. Alec resisted asking where he'd been. It was none of his business, and it was mating season. He smelled like dragon.


  Really, none of his business.


  "What did he want?" Robert turned his attention from his early-risen brethren already peppering the sky. His shoulders undulated and Alec could feel the other man's arousal on the air, the barely contained dragon beneath Robert's magic. Air moved through the room as though Robert had flapped huge wings to disturb it.


  "Just seeing how I was feeling." Alec turned his own attention to the window, trying to ignore the pounding blood in his veins. "He was concerned."


  "You shouldn't spend so much time with him."


  "He's my best friend."


  "He's a half-blood."


  "What?" That statement got Alec sitting up. "Since when does that matter?"


  "Since you can't shift." Robert moved away from the window to pace. "Since maybe associating yourself with him, steeping in the taint of half-magic is keeping you—"


  "No!" Alec ignored the ache in his bones to push himself off the bed for the first time in days. "My inability to shift has nothing to do with Kreed. It's me. Something's wrong with me, and it has nothing to do with either of you."


  "Me?" Robert's pacing stilled and he turned, his expression menacing, his fists clenched. "Who says it has anything to do with me?"


  Alec shook his head. "Forget it."


  "Who said it had anything to do with me?" Robert demanded, advancing on him. The sheer size of him, the power barely contained under the magic he held about himself turned every step into a threat and Alec fell back.


  "Forget it."


  "I asked you a question."


  Alec shook his head. For a split second, every fibre of him insisted he bow before the prince of dragons. The part of him that couldn't give the dragon precedence saved him.


  "Back the fuck off!" He squared his shoulders and forced the fever back enough to keep command of his body. "You two don't have to like each other, but neither of you gets a monopoly. I decide who I spend time with." He shoved past Robert and headed for the door. "I'm going outside. Open the locks."


  "It isn't safe."


  "It's my life."


  "The dragons won't—"


  "I said open the locks!"


  He raised a hand and forced magic through his veins, feeling it warm and simmer, as it passed through already heated blood and bones. It responded sluggishly and he struggled to force it into the shape he wanted; one that could knife through the arcane locks holding him prisoner in his room. Long whips of hot power writhed within his grasp and he fought to tie them together, to get them into some semblance of a single mass he could wield. They bent to his command, forming a slithering, unwieldy spell he had little control over. He thrust the mass ahead of him, brute force coming to bear where will and finesse failed. He might have blown the entire wall into the hallway beyond if Robert didn't step forward and encompass his ill-formed spell in a thick bubble of protective magic.


  Alec didn't stop. He wanted out of the prison, however well-meaning it might be. He shoved harder, using the heat and strength of Robert's containing spell to augment his own massive mess of power.


  "Alec, please." Robert's voice was strained as he struggled to control the wild spell.


  "Let. Me. Out." He pushed harder.


  "Dammit." Robert stepped in front of him, faced sideways, one hand holding back Alec's wild magic, the other held at arm's length, fingers manipulating a refined stream that undid the tight knots of spells that had denied Alec access to the outside world for almost a week.


  "This is a mistake," Robert warned as the door swung open.


  "Mine to make." Alec let go of his spell, leaving the disordered energy and ill-formed ball of power inside Robert's bubble. It would take him time to sort it out and safely dissipate it all. By then, Alec would be out of his reach.


  ****


  "Alec!"


  Swearing a stream of vitriol at his roommate's back as the tiny man disappeared down the hallway towards the stairs, Robert wrestled with the left over magic. It was burning holes through his shell faster than he could contain the snakes of energy. Every tentacle of fiery magic left blackened gouges in the walls and floor where they touched. If he lost concentration even for a moment, he'd lose it all and the entire wing of the dorms would be in danger of burning to the ground. Alec's abandoned magic was as feverish and out of control as the man himself, seeming to draw more power from Robert's efforts to contain it.


  Even as he drew tongue after tongue of heated power into his protective spell, more escaped. He was losing the battle. The longer it took him to get this under control, the further from his grasp Alec got, and the closer to the dragons.


  Snarling, he let go of the skin-magic containing his own dragon and let his wings unfurl. He couldn't let go of the man in himself altogether. His dragon was young. Untried. He'd never control magic not his own in that form. But he couldn't concentrate on the magic holding the dragon in check and the magic holding Alec's spells at the same time. Freedom for the dragon seemed the safer bet, even in a building infused with the smell of easy-to-hunt prey.


  He pushed the animal instinct down as far as he could. It didn't stop his tail from knocking over furniture or his wings getting bruised on the ceiling, but it let him focus on the out-of-control chaos Alec had left behind.


  So when it suddenly began shrinking back in on itself, his own forceful attempts lashed outwards, no longer having anything to wrap around. Out in the hallway, there was a crash, the sounds of furniture splintering and curses flying through the air.


  "For fuck sakes! Calm the hell down and let me help, asshole!"


  The shouting snapped Robert back to his body and the dragon, and his magic, subsided. Alec's spells shivered in his grasp, shrank to thin strands and wisps of cool chaos, then disappeared completely.


  "What the hell is going on?" Kreed gingerly picked himself off the hallway floor where Robert's magic had flung him. "What are you doing?"


  "Trying to control Alec's wild magic." Robert shivered back into his human form. "How did you do that?"


  Kreed grinned. "Half-blood adaptation, jerk-off." He tapped the side of his skull. "I can control the instinct to burn everything to cinders." He ran his fingers over a still-smoldering line of charred wood in the door frame. "I used a few chilling spells."


  "You mean anti-dragon—"


  "I mean alternate spells. They're just as useful for preserving the food for your fancy royal feasts as they are for cooling your tempers. Though why you don't just use freezers like everyone else…." He smoothed his bare hand over the smoking wood and the coals died. The dark scar remained in the wood, but at least the magic eating into it dissipated. "Sometimes fighting fire with fire only makes a bigger fire. It helps to just not follow blind instinct once in a while."


  "Freezing the meat leaves a bad taste—"


  "Where is Alec?" Kreed interrupted. "Is he okay?"


  "He­—" Robert glanced down the hallway to the stairs at the far end. "He left. You didn't see him go by?"


  "I came in by the balcony." Flexing his shoulders so his wings rustled, Kreed gave him a sneering look. "These aren't just for show, you know. The hallway was empty when I saw the plumes of smoke coming out the door."


  "So where did he go?"


  Kreed stared at him. "What do you mean where did he go?" He glanced around. "He was here. With you."


  "He esc—left."


  Kreed let out a snort. "If you didn't lock him up like a prisoner, he would never have felt the need to escape." He pushed past Robert into the room.


  "I was trying to protect him!" Robert turned to follow Kreed's progress across the room, his head still scrambled from the conflicting skin- and scale-magic.


  "Trying to control him, you mean." As he spoke, Kreed rifled through the papers on Alec's desk, shoving aside textbooks and snarling when the laptop required a password he didn't have.


  Robert wasn't about to equate keeping Alec safely in the dorm with keeping him prisoner. Inside, Alec was safe. Out in the maelstrom of mating dragons, there was no way to make sure he didn't get mauled or worse. "At least here, the others couldn't get at him," he insisted.


  "No. You had him all to yourself." Kreed snapped the computer closed with a growl and glared around the room.


  "What are you doing?"


  "Trying to figure out where he might have gone." He stopped his search and looked up at Robert. "What are you doing?"


  "We have to find him." Robert stood in the center of the room looking around, trying to follow the thread of the conversation. Letting the dragon out even a bit might have been a mistake. He was having a hard time thinking.


  "Ya think?" Kreed grabbed a thick cloak from a peg on the wall and hurried for the closet. "You can fly farther, faster than I can. You can see better. Scale up, Princey. I'll take the woods. Go see what you can see from the sky."


  "We should get help." Robert's feet seemed glued to the floor as he watched Kreed stuff a water bottle, a first aid kit, all the trappings of Alec's modern life that might be helpful, into a backpack and heft it onto one shoulder. If Alec had gone into the woods, if he went in there deep enough, no amount of magic could help him.


  "And who would we ask? Some of the other students?" Kreed shook his head. "Alec's friends, if any of them are even around this time of year, don't believe he is a dragon, and they won't step foot outside with so many of us in the air anyway. And they'd be right not to." He glared at Robert. "Your friends won't tell you they found him until they're done with him, and much as I can't stand you, I think we can agree neither of us wants that for him."


  The thought made Robert's blood drain to his toes. He shook his head. "What do we do?"


  "We find him!" Kreed stepped up close and curled a lip, showing off canine teeth he deliberately allowed to manifest for effect. "Get your head out of your ass and get out there." He pointed to the window. "Find him before anyone else does, and keep him safe, or so help me, I will tear you apart myself, prince or no prince!"


  The threat didn't register so much as did the fear behind the anger in Kreed's expression. Fear for Alec. Robert felt it spike in himself and nodded, finally able to shove the panic and the dragon aside long enough to act. He turned on his heel and dodged out of the room towards the double doors and the balcony at the end of the hall.


  This time of year, the doors were wide open, allowing students to come and go at will. Kreed was right, of course. Any other dragon would take Alec for themselves. It was a difficult drive to resist, especially when Alec's fever spiked and just the scent of him was enough to ignite every mating instinct a dragon had. Only the blood of the prince flowing through Robert, and the human blood of Kreed's mixed heritage kept Alec safe from them. Even that was often a struggle too difficult for Robert to spend much time in his roommate's presence during the season. He had no idea how Kreed resisted.


  The thought occurred to him that maybe the two were so close because Kreed didn't resist. It was enough to make him stumble, to trip up the spell he cast as he launched himself from the balcony. It was enough to make the change stall and plunge him into a stuttering, heart-stopping fall as his wings creaked and groaned under the stress of pulling him out of the dive.


  He hadn't fucked up a change since the very first time when he was twelve. He shook himself as he righted his flight, skimming over the ground, nostrils wide, lungs filling with the scent of dragons in heat. What little bit of human reasoning he managed to hang onto as the pheromones took over his brain, he trained on Alec.


  The only mating that would satisfy him this flight was with Alec. One way or another, this time, it would happen. Magic sizzled through him, nose to tail-tip, the heat of it drawing a shriek from him that shattered the dragonsong around him. Mind, soul and magic fixated on the remembered scent that was his roommate, Robert lifted his orange and red-scaled body into the sky and wheeled back over the university grounds. There was no way out of this body now but to satisfy the magic, and for that, he needed Alec.


  "I knew this was a bad idea," Kreed muttered as he launched from the balcony himself and watched the prince nose-dive. He most definitely did not follow in Robert's wake as the big dragon plummeted earthward.


  "Too bad." He couldn't quite resist voicing the sentiment as Robert mastered the ill-formed spell, pumped his wings and narrowly avoided crashing. Kreed was dragon enough to recognize his competition and want it destroyed, but human enough to know that was instinct talking. Mostly.


  The mating scream emanating from the big red dragon made Kreed's bones shiver. If he didn't find Alec first, there might not be a lot left to find. Dragons, in full form, were creatures of instinct. It drove them to hunt and feed, and in spring, to mate. Kreed couldn't deny he felt it, too. But his mixed blood let him exercise restraint and logic. No so for a shifted dragon. Even a princely one. Thank all the Powers mating only resulted in very, very few successful breedings, and therefore just as few dragons who didn't change back. Three weeks of chaos in the spring, of the skies being filled with crazed dragons, was more than enough. A half a dozen of them remaining that way was enough danger to the human populations on the mainland.


  The rest of the year, dragons walked around looking and acting mostly human. It was the only way they could survive. Dragons were too big, too wild, and even the small ones, too dangerous to be allowed to roam freely in their shifted form all year long. Only those incubating eggs were permitted to keep their form until the eggs were ready. During that time, they were carefully contained within the Waveside hunting grounds. People knew to keep away from the ocean-ward side of the island until late summer when the hatchlings had flow out to sea and the egg-bearers found their human skins again. It was the only way the two populations could co-exist peacefully.


  Kreed was evidence that the peace worked. Human-dragon mixed bloods were probably a lot more common that anyone thought. He knew of half a dozen dragon-human hybrids that no one would ever know, just looking at them, that they had a drop of dragon blood in them. He envied them.


  It would be nice to pass for normal. Instead, he got to sport wings he could never hide and scales over half his body that most people either felt they had the right to touch, because they were curious what it felt like, which he hated, or people were disgusted by them, which made him feel that much more of a freak.


  Only Alec had never mentioned his wings or scales. Never asked to touch, never asked anything at all, really. Not once had Alec's acceptance been conditional in any way. He hadn't ever said "I like you, even though you're different." The sentiment began and ended with "I like you." And there was nothing on earth Kreed valued more than that sentiment.


  There was nothing he wouldn't do to protect the man who felt it.


  ****


  Alec knew, deep in whatever part of him the dragon was trapped, that scream rending the air came from his prince. It shook him to his bones. It almost made him turn around. Only his survival instinct kept him moving forward, deeper into the woods toward the null space at the heart where he would be safe.


  Kreed would be furious with him for leaving the room. Kreed would be furious with Robert for letting him. Alec had to admit he was glad to hear the prince's cries tearing through the morning fog. At least he'd managed to shift before Kreed tore his head off.


  All Alec had to do now was make it to the sanctuary. If all the research he'd done over the years was right, the null space would strip the dragon magic that wasn't working and leave him able to think through the mating fog. The others, already fully immersed in their dragons, wouldn't be able to follow. Alec would be able to ride out the mating season in peace, and neither of his friends would have to worry about him succumbing to the fever, or argue over who got to help him fight it.


  Or hurt each other when they inevitably clashed over who got to have him. He knew it was only a matter of time. Maybe not this year. Maybe not next, but if he never managed to master the change, he'd always be vulnerable. Sooner or later, one of them would break. And they'd kill each other over him.


  Getting from the university dorms to the woods had been dicey. He sported more than a few bruises and scratches, thankfully not from the smaller dragons. Attentions from the larger ones had kept the smaller, more poisonous ones away. Dubious blessing, but one he could, literally, live with. The larger the dragon, the less potent their venom, and therefore, the less likely it would be to kill him. Another reason not being able to shift put him in danger.


  Dragons were not gentle breeders. Claws and teeth came out, and while that wasn't so much of an issue for other dragons, with blood hot enough to burn away any dangerous toxins, it had the potential to be deadly to a dragon who couldn't really be a dragon.


  Even now, the scratches along his chest and back, while not deep, burned with enough fire to tell him he'd probably have a few months of aching right down into his bones as the toxins ran their course. Small price to pay for freedom and peace of mind.


  His right wrist throbbed where it had probably snapped when the dragon who'd given him the scratches had knocked him to the ground. He'd caught himself on one hand, all his weight bearing down onto the fragile joint. His scream of pain had alerted a nearby dragon, and only the new arrival, driving off his assailant had saved him. While the two battled it out to see who would win the prize, he'd snuck away and made it to the safety of the forest canopy.


  Now the wrist was already swollen. He hoped a few days in the heart of the forest wouldn't mean he'd have to have it re-broken to set it when he came out. All that was left was to avoid the smaller dragons who'd follow him in here, and whose needle-sharp claws presented just as much danger to him as any giant of the sky.


  The sanctuary wasn't far. Alec could feel how the woods, infused with the magic of hundreds of dragons living close to them for centuries, distorted the growth of the creatures within. He could feel in his soul, like a beacon, the clear, empty space at the heart where the wood was just a wood. Where the trees grew tall and strait, reaching the sun and leaving the ground at their roots rich and soft and clean.


  The magic around him rippled and spiraled in a lazy stream around that heart. All he had to do was breach the flow and make it through to the other side.


  A shrill call sliced through his thoughts. It wasn't the same angry, desperate call as the prince's cries, still floating over the forest from the distance. It was closer. Higher-pitched and strong with lust, it washed through him and slowed his steps. If only he could find the dragon who'd made it. She was close. Her magic sent strong eddies through the forest's own flow of power, strengthening the flow against him.


  The scrabble of her claws on the tree trunks, the flap of her wings accompanied by the sharp cracking of branches indicated she was having difficulty navigating the close confines of the twisted, encroaching trees around him. Not a tiny dragon, then. She had to clamber among the trees to get through the dense woods. That was good for him. It meant he was probably more maneuverable than she. It also meant smaller, more agile beasts would stay away.


  "Come on, pretty," he muttered, turning in a slow circle and trying to discover from which direction her cries were coming. "Show yourself."


  It shouldn't have surprised him that she appeared between him and the heart of the forest.


  "Hey there."


  The dragon hissed at him, baring her teeth and back-winging so he could see her formidable claws. Her tail whipped up the soggy leaf mess at his feet


  "Yes. I know. Intimidating." He meant it, but he couldn't show it. The moment he let her think she had the upper hand, he was done.


  She cocked her head at him, and the gesture sparked a vision in his mind's eye of a girl with pretty blue eyes, long brown hair and a dazzling smile.


  "Ruby." He didn't know how he knew it was her, but he knew. And that sent a surge of gratitude through him. Maybe he was close enough to the heart of the wood that the effect of the null space was actually curbing the mating fever and letting his skin-magic through.


  Ruby was in his physics class, the poster-child for sexy girl geeks everywhere, and it amazed him she hadn't already mated.


  "You know, babe, if you just think about this for one second, I know you'll realize it's pointless."


  Her tail whipped and she righted herself, dropping to her hind legs in the disturbed leaves.


  "That's it," Alec held out a hand towards her. "Have a whiff. You know me. We've talked about this before. You're very much not my type, Ruby, and you know it. Just…feel it. Past the magic and the instinct. Think it through. This can't go where you want it to."


  He doubted talking a dragon out of mating was even possible, but she wasn't threatening him, and he was getting closer to his goal as he spoke, edging around her to where he might be able to make a dash for the heart, if he was quick and she was caught off guard.


  Her long, thin tongue licked out and over his palm. It sent a snake of heat slithering up his arm and through his mind. She wanted him. Not a surprise. He'd known this a long time, and he'd explained to her why it was never going to happen.


  Only the mating fever sent a pitch of unexpected desire through him at the touch, and he faltered.


  She shifted her feet, wary.


  "Ruby, come on." He shook himself and the image of her, as pretty as she was, disappeared into a lust-hazy image of Robert, then Kreed, then….


  "Huh. That's a solution I hadn't thought of," he muttered, trying to banish the vision of tangled bodies and mostly failing as heat flared up trough him. If she smelled the rut on him, it would not help his situation. He forced his mind back to her and her frail, human beauty that held no allure for him.


  "Ruby, you know I'm still lacking that crucial thing, right? Besides the fact I don't want you," he added under his breath as he navigated a slow path around her bulk. "And while you might think I smell like a dragon, you have to realize if you try this, you'll kill me. So. Please don't try."


  Powers, please don't try.


  It was definitely not the way he wanted to go.


  She took a step towards him, head cocked once more, wings still wide. Her tongue flicked over his chest and the burning marks. He flinched, but she only tasted the venom, wiggling her tongue along the cuts and leaving behind a thick coating of saliva. The burning eased slightly.


  "That's interesting." He glanced down at the oozing liquid drooling a pinkish trail down his chest from the cuts. It frothed slightly, carrying poison out of the talon marks as it seeped away.


  She grunted and her tongue wrapped around his broken wrist.


  He couldn't help the wince or yelp when she squeezed, and she shuffled back hurriedly.


  She hissed at him again, her ruff flaring, her tail lashing, her wings expanding to cut off his path to escape.


  "Oh, Ruby. Please."


  He stopped moving, stood still, waiting. There wasn't much he could do if she decided she was going to have him.


  Above them, a deep, distressed call sounded, full of anger and lust and frustration. It almost sounded like his own name, and he flinched.


  Robert


  He crouched, knowing if he didn't move, and soon, his scent would collect and give the dragon above a target. Ruby was a scarily smart girl. The fact he smelled like he should but appeared too fragile to actually be what he smelled like seemed to be giving her pause.


  Robert was all kinds of dragon, even in his human form. Alec had no illusions his friend would put the dichotomy together while scale-magic flooded his senses. He would not survive his roommate finding him now.


  Another call sounded, and Alec swore.


  Casting one more longing glance at him, Ruby lifted off, graceful and amazingly powerful as she vaulted into the air and burst through the canopy above. Alec watched her go, caught a glimpse of her brilliant red body crashing headlong into the orange mass of the other dragon.


  "Robert!" the cry tore from his throat as both dragons fell from the sky.


  The trees whipped back to obscure his view. Above the sounds of dragon song breaking apart in furious sounds of battle shook the air and pulled up a vortex of magical energy.


  Alec's hair and clothing whipped in the sudden wind. Tree branches flailed, new green leaves danced and tore free to spiral in long thin vortexes of razor-sharp shreds. The chaos revealed only glimpses of his two friends battling above. He was the prize. No matter who won, if either of them did, he was still in danger. It didn't leave him a lot of time, but probably enough to make a run for safety. They wouldn't be able to reach him inside the heart.


  He hoped.


  "Thank the Powers for that," Kreed muttered to himself, spying the battle above the woods. He'd been right about the direction Alec would take, at least. The rush of knowing he had guessed right when Robert hadn't even the faintest idea where to start inspired him to a burst of speed. It had to mean something that he'd figured it out and the buff, popular prince had been left flat-footed and helplessly confused by Alec's flight.


  Lifting into the sky, Kreed circled around the university grounds to enter the woods from the far end. It was a longer way to travel, and the trees were denser, so he would eventually have to walk, but Robert wouldn't see him from here, and he'd make it to Alec first.


  That thought shot a spike of heat and excitement through him. He shuddered. The animal in him was getting harder and harder to ignore. For any creature with magic, the heart of the wood was easy to find. He just travelled in the direction every instinct was telling him to avoid.


  Only a few hundred yards in, he had to land and continue on foot. There was no way, at this speed, to beat Alec to the null space. Not if his friend had managed to get off the university grounds in one piece, anyway. Hopefully, the dragon battle above hadn't felled him. The woods reacted badly to so much negative use of their energy. Trees swayed and smaller ones, still as wide around at their base as Kreed was at the shoulder, ripped at their roots. He couldn't shake the idea the trees were not reacting to the wild wind, but that their movement was somehow self-motivated.


  "That's just fucking creepy…" he picked up his pace.


  Sure enough, Alec was already safely inside the heart of the null space by the time Kreed arrived.


  "You'd better stay there," Alec warned. He stood straight, watching the sky. Blood dripped down his front and back and he cradled one arm carefully against himself. But his words weren't slurred, his eyes looked clear, and the fatigue of the past days seemed absent.


  "Alec!" Kreed's heart thumped hard at seeing him, at the sight of him, hurt, but stronger than he'd seemed in maybe weeks.


  "I'm fine. Better than fine, actually. I was right. The mating fever's gone." He glanced at Kreed, a wry smile on his face. "Probably hit me twice as hard the minute I step past that ring of trees, but for now, Powers, Kreed, I haven't felt this good in months, and I can feel the venom sinking into every part of my body. I should feel like dying shit."


  "Venom?" Kreed wavered. His knees wobbled and he had to grab the trunk of a tree to steady himself. "What?"


  "It's fine." Alec turned his attention back to the sky and the fierce battle just a stone's throw from the circle of trees encompassing the heart of the wood. "Well." He grimaced. "Not fine, fine, but it won't kill me. Just make life damn sucky for a while."


  "Who's?" He glared up through the trees, but from where he was, he couldn't see the dragons. He could only hear the fury in Robert's cries and the soft, continual keening from the female dragon.


  "Not his. Relax. He didn't touch me." Alec pointed upwards. "That's Ruby. She totally saved my ass, too. He would have, but she just—" he made a motion of his fist crashing into his hand and exploding. "It was awesome! Oh, fuck! That hurt!"


  Kreed could see now that the arm he had pressed back to his chest was swollen from palm almost to his elbow.


  "Powers, Alec, are you drunk?"


  Alec laughed. "No." he spun and grinned at Kreed. "Don't come in here, though. The magic totally doesn't work in here."


  "What's wrong with you?" Kreed inched forward. He could feel the magical void. His own magic crawled over his skin as though trying to get away from that space, but he ignored it.


  "Nah." Alec waved a hand at him. "I'm fine."


  "I don't think so." Kreed turned his attention to the dragons above them and the screeching rending the morning air. They were drawing a crowd. No matter if his fever seemed to be gone, Alec still reeked of the pheromones of a dragon who had not yet mated. Kreed could smell it from twenty feet away in the middle of a loamy forest. Nothing could mask that. The more dragons gathered to watch the battle and find out who gained the upper hand, the more likely it was that one, or more of them, would smell Alec too.


  Kreed didn't fancy his friend's chances if that happened.


  "Alec?" Turning his attention back to the more immediate problem, Kreed took another step forward. "Come on over here." He held out a hand and his fingertips tingled as they encountered the very edges of the null magic field.


  "Nah." Alec waved him off. "I'm good."


  "I really think maybe you're not, Alec. Please." One more step forward brought Kreed into range of an all-over body sizzling effect. Magic, both skin and scale, slithered and roiled inside him.


  "Don't make me come in there after you, Alec." Powers, don't make me come in there, he thought. The magic didn't like this place.


  "I'm not coming out, Kreed."


  Alec turned away, the levity gone from his face. "You don't want to come in, that's fine, but you know what? It's peaceful. Not magic, not mating instinct. Just me and I know what I want."


  Kreed shivered. "What's that?" he asked, voice clawing for purchase in his parched throat.


  "Come in and find out."


  And what would the null magic do to his dragon?


  "Scared?" Alec asked. The question was just a whisper on the breeze.


  Kreed nodded as he prepared to move forward.


  Alec reveled in the clarity. He did know what he wanted. Really, he'd always known. But Kreed was more dragon than he was, obviously, and it wasn't worth their friendship to push the issue.


  Above them, the dragons careened away, Ruby winging towards Waveside and Robert wheeling after her with a screech of frustration.


  "That's that, then," Alec muttered. Decision made for him. And not that he was really surprised. Robert was the dragon prince. Any interest he had in Alec was purely hormonal and overridden at the scent of a ready female. He shuffled his feet around to face Kreed.


  And saw that his friend had entered the clearing. The sight made Alec instantly speechless.


  Before him was a huge silvery-blue creature of absolute beauty.


  "Kreed?"


  The dragon snorted, shimmered and a cascade of silver dust rained down over the earth.


  Kreed stumbled forward a step and Alec only just managed to catch him one handed.


  "Wow," Kreed said, his voice hoarse. "That's what it feels like?" He lifted his head and Alec saw a world of wonder in his eyes.


  "That was a lot of dragon," Alec said, pushing a hank of blue-black hair off Kreed's sweaty cheek and ruthlessly stifling the jealousy. He had no idea what a shift felt like.


  Kreed grunted.


  "Really." Alec brushed a bit of silver dust off Kreed's shoulder. "Kreed, you're beautiful. Why don't you change more often?"


  "I—" Kreed shivered again. "Didn't know I could."


  "But you did. Inside the null field."


  "Yeah. I guess." He lifted his head again, to look into Alec's eyes. "Couldn't hold it, though."


  "So?" Alex shook him a bit. "So? You did do it!"


  "And now I'm just—" He shifted his shoulders, making his wings rustle in the light breeze.


  "Just what?"


  Above them, dragon song was slowly resuming as the dragons gathered to watch the spectacle of a mating fight withdrew back to their own dances and rituals.


  Kreed shrugged. "Me."


  "So?" Alec frowned. "What's wrong with you?"


  A shocked look came over Kreed's face. "You're kidding, right? Look at me!" his wings unfurled and he lifted them, blocking out shafts of golden sun slipping through the trees. He turned and Alec had to duck to avoid getting knocked over by the appendages. "Scales, Alec? Really?"


  "I always thought they were a pretty color." Alec found the top of the shirt Kreed had on, one specially cut and fastened at the side to accommodate his wings, and ran a hand along Kreed's spine, following the undulating pattern of color up until his hand disappeared beneath Kreed's hair. The scales were cool and strangely more tactile than they looked. Alec had expected them to be hard, cold, like metal, but they felt more like shell, or bone. Not quite smooth, more like living tissue under his fingertips.


  "Alec…." A shudder followed Alec's hand up and Kreed groaned. "Don't do that." His eyes drifted closed as Alec's hand stilled at the back of his head, nestled in his hair.


  "Why not?"


  "Sensitive," Kreed muttered.


  "Did I hurt you?" Alec stepped closer. "Kreed?"


  Kreed shook his head, eyes still closed, head tilting back slightly into the cup of Alec's hand. "Not that kind of sensitive."


  "Then what—oh!" His fingers twitched, but he stopped himself pulling away just in time.


  Instead, he ducked under Kreed's wing and took a stand behind him. Letting his fingers trail over the scales again, he found the fastening for the shirt and popped them open.


  "What are you doing!" Kreed lunged forward and the strong beat of his wings as he took to the air knocked Alec onto his ass. His wrist screamed pain through him as he caught himself on both hands without thinking. The shout of pain brought Kreed back to his side instantly.


  "Alec! I'm so sorry!"


  "S'okay." Alec blinked up at him from his back. "I think I'm not quite myself." He lifted a hand and it landed on Kreed's chest. "The toxin, maybe."


  "Maybe." Kreed smiled at him. "You're a little bit punchy."


  Alec laughed. Punchy was not the term he would have used for how he felt.


  When Kreed gave him a quizzical look, he sobered. "You ever think about it, though, Kreed?" Alec asked.


  "About what?"


  "About Mating."


  Kreed grabbed hold of Alec's good arm and helped him to a sitting position. "Of course I do. About once a year for a month, I'm just as much dragon as anyone. It's all I think about."


  "That isn't what I meant."


  Kreed's curiosity took on a wary edge. "It's what you said," he pointed out.


  "Yes, but—"


  "Let me see that wrist."


  "Kreed—"


  "Alec, don't ask me that." He gingerly pulled Alec's shirtsleeve up away from the injury. "Please."


  "I have to." Alec leaned so his head was just touching Kreed's where he bent over the arm. "I have to know. Do you ever think about it? Mating? Me?"


  Kreed went very still. "Dragons, Alec. Dragons don't."


  Alec yanked his arm free of Kreed's grip, wincing at the pain that tore up his arm. "Then I'm not a dragon. You should go back to the dorms."


  "Alec."


  "Go."


  "Alec, listen to me."


  "No, it's fine." Alec couldn't look at him. Heat flooded into his face that had nothing to do with mating fever. "Forget it. I had to know and now I do."


  "Alec!"


  "What?"


  "What do you mean, you're not a dragon?" his nostrils flared and his cheeks flushed. "I can smell you. You're as much dragon as I am."


  "Only I do, Kreed. I think about it all the time. Not just in the spring. Every time I look at you. Or Robert. When you come in my room and cool the fever, I think, if you would just…if you would just…" He drew in a breath and pushed his heels into the dirt shoving himself back until he was leaning against a tree trunk near the center of the clearing.


  "Just what?"


  Alec studied his friend. The poor man looked terrified and fascinated, and completely lost.


  "Nothing." Heaving a sigh, Alex closed his eyes and let his head rest against rough bark. "Never mind. You don't want to know. If I say it again, it would just be awkward."


  "And Powers know, there's never been awkward between us," Kreed muttered, shuffling closer, from the sounds of movement.


  Alec rolled his head from side to side. "Not like this. You're my best friend; I want to keep it that way."


  "No you don't," Kreed replied. "You want me to mate you. That's…"


  "Not what dragons do. I know." There was no escaping the horrible sinking feeling that he'd ruined everything between them, so Alec remained as he was, eyes closed, feeling the sting of cuts and toxin sink toward marrow and the worse pain of rejection seep into his soul.


  "Alec." When Kreed touched his cheek, it wasn't with the usual chill of soothing magic.


  Alec blinked. Of course it wasn't. Because there was no magic in this place.


  "That's not something that can happen—"


  "I know. I get it."


  "Powers, you stubborn jerk, would let me finish a sentence?" His green eyes blazed with the dragon when Kreed smacked his cheek. "Just shut the hell up and let me talk."


  Alec nodded, "'Kay," and blinked, and pursed his lips.


  "You're hurt. And sick. The poison in your bloodstream is fucking with your head."


  Alec opened his mouth to protest, but Kreed placed a finger over his lips.


  "Shut it. You say you've always felt this way. I say, dragons don't come out gay. Maybe I'm wrong, because you look at me like you're looking at me now, and I'm not so sure about anything. But you are hurt, and this null grove is killing you. I can smell it. The toxin will kill you if you stay here. So right now, I have to get you back, and then you have to get better, and then…."


  "Then?" Alec asked when Kreed finally stopped.


  "Then if it really is you and not the Mating fever, it will still be there, won't it? And if it's not, we haven't fucked up our friendship. I only ask one thing."


  "What?" Alec pushed up straighter against the tree trunk "Anything."


  "Robert gets himself a new roommate."


  Alec grinned. "You know he would never."


  "I don't know it all. And I'm not taking any chances. You're mine from now until we figure this thing out. Then?" he shrugged. "We'll see."


  "Yours." Alec's grin grew wider, even as the idea sank a strange curl of trepidation through him. "You're going to go dragon on me now?"


  "Hell yes. You brought this up. Deal with it."


  In the next instant, Kreed was once again the huge, pearly blue dragon that took Alec's breath away. Alec stared up at him, terrified and fascinated and waited. Either Kreed would rip him apart, or not. There was little he could do about it now.


  Kreed cocked his head, lowered himself to peer at Alec, then lowered one giant wing flat along the ground, offering his back.


  "No way," Alec breathed.


  Kreed snorted.


  "You understand me?"


  Kreed blinked.


  "I should ride you?"


  A low, keening sound crawled up from deep in Kreed's throat and his jaws opened in a toothy leer.


  "You have a filthy mind, my friend."


  Another snort and an impatient shake of the wing, and Alec scrambled up and onto the wide hump of Kreed's shoulder. "All right, then." Alec spread his weight, flattening himself along Kreed's scales and running his hands softly over his neck. "Yours it is. For now."


  Kreed shivered and sprang into the air.


  THE END
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  SOULMATES


  by Andrea Speed


  Sometimes, when the power filled him, it was better than sex could ever hope to be.


  The electricity surged through him, nearly lethal but not at all painful. It was a rush that made his heart pound furiously in his ears and made heat pool in his chest as he tasted metal; it felt like he was made of nothing but pure incandescent radiance.


  Oh, he could hear the screams around him, feel the alternate powers whipsawing through the air, but he was too incandescent to care.


  The poor Ravenhurst coven. To think they could stand in his way was laughable. Damian made short work of them, spells like curses flying from his lips as he used a dagger to slit the throat of the warrior mage trying to put a suppression spell on him. His blood spurted like water from a hose, and Damian put his hand in it as the man fell, drawing power from the blood. When he was hit with a thrall spell, he used a boomerang spell to hit the witch and drop her to the stone floor of the mausoleum. The other warrior mage came for him. He planted his bloody palm against his forehead and said, "Aduro."


  The man screamed as his eyes smoked, and he clawed at them in agony as the eyeballs liquefied and ran down his face like thick tears. Damian left him to die as went deeper into the tomb.


  It was empty, of course, free of even its decayed dead and worn out ghosts, but that wasn't a complete truth. He could feel the magic rippling around him like a scrim, and he felt out with his power, using his mind to push it into every corner, every crack in the mortar and stone, every mote of dust. There was brief resistance before it shattered, and beneath it he could feel the black power of the sigil, the one meant to bind and trap him, neuter his magic. Pathetic. Was this the best they could do? Frankly he expected better of such an old coven, but so many of the mighty had fallen before him, he wasn't sure why he was surprised. Age and numbers couldn't hold up against desire and power.


  Damian opened his mind's eye and saw the sigil was painted on the ceiling of the main chamber ahead of him, where the coven's head, Mitchell, hid within a cloak of shadows, waiting for Damian to step into the trap before revealing himself. He smiled as he focused his power like an arrow and shot it towards the ceiling, an invisible bolt that could be felt as aftermath. Mitchell gasped as the ceiling cracked, but could do nothing as it rained down upon his head in big stone chunks. Damian waited until the dust had started to settle before he made his way to the broken room, and the shattered remains of Mitchell. As he'd hoped, he was still alive, but just barely.


  Damian removed a large chunk of ceiling so he could find Mitchell, although the dust had caked on the blood and made it look like his face was covered with ashes. His eyes were two black pits in his ruined face. "Where is he?" Damian demanded. He didn't name him; he didn't need to.


  Mitchell coughed up blood before rasping, "Somewhere where you'll never find him, monster."


  Damian grabbed the wizard by the head and tried to force his mind into his, but even as he made the intrusion, he could feel Mitchell's life essence fading away, escaping him long before he could reach it. "Damn it!" he cursed, dropping the dead man's head.


  Not that it would help them. He would find the boy, and he would possess him, no matter who – or what – he was.


  When Damian first saw him, using his second sight to spy on a supposedly "secret" gathering of the Ravenhurst coven, he wasn't sure if he was hallucinating or not. He thought perhaps that it was a spell, meant to deliberately confuse him, but the more he investigated, the more he discovered his initial impression was correct: he was real.


  The boy looked about twenty-three, which was the age Kieran had been when he died. He was also a dead ringer for Kieran: same long, lean build, same sky blue eyes, same chocolate colored hair, and long fingered hands. Upon seeing him, Damian was at once enraged and yet almost crippled by the fierce aching of his heart. Kieran had been his only true love, the reason he had wanted to better himself and embrace his destiny of becoming the most powerful sorcerer the world had ever known.


  And, of course, he had killed him.


  Kieran, as beautiful and beloved as he was, was weak. Damian tried to be strong for both of them, but in the end, Kieran was just too frail. He became scared, somehow thought the power was "warping" him when really it was giving him new vigor. He never felt so alive when infused with so much magic. But Kieran betrayed him, and tried to help the Blackwell coven depower him. They all died, and Damian happily absorbed their power.


  Of course he regretted killing Kieran. How could he not? But by choosing to side with his enemies, Kieran cast his lot, and had to know the price of failure was death. On the other hand, Damian was now free to do as he wished with whoever he wished, and love was a weakness a man in his position could ill afford. In fact, Kieran's death had strengthened him, his life force like an adrenaline shot to his soul.


  Still, in very quiet moments, he realized he missed him. Kieran had been beautiful, and he'd loved Damian with a passion that was almost frightening, although leavened by its charming naiveté. He believed in things like true love and storybook endings, which was amusing at first, but tiring near the end. Damian could still remember how Kieran looked at him right before he killed him. There was remorse, yes, and fear, but something else, something he was never quite sure he could define. Was it guilt? Resignation? The knowledge he had made a mistake turning his back on his love? There was no way to know.


  He'd seen none of that mystery in Mitchell's eyes. He accepted his death with no feeling at all, like he knew this was how it always was going to end. Damian ripped the useless protective amulet from around his neck, and used Mitchell's blood to draw quick symbols on his arm, casting a tricky glamour on himself. Now he would look like Mitchell to the few surviving members of his coven, and they would be unable to see through it no matter what counter-spells they were using. He had made sure to include a few Hollywood injuries, superficial ones that looked like he'd been in a battle, but in a way that left him still looking good. If he went overboard, he'd be overselling it, and he didn't need someone fussing over him when he needed to make this quick. Not that time was of the essence anymore, but wasting minutes with the few remnants of the Ravenhurst coven was beneath him. He was the most powerful sorcerer the world had ever known, and no one said no to him anymore.


  With the amulet, he was able to cast a location spell that let him know where the rest of the Ravenhurst coven was hiding. For some reason, they were protecting the boy, possibly just to annoy him. Maybe he was a novice, unable to withstand any magical resistance, and therefore little more than cannon fodder. That would make him much easier to ensnare.


  What was left of the coven was hiding out in an abandoned church in the middle of the woods, which was appropriate and yet deeply silly. The first thing you learned in magic was there was no such thing as hallowed ground. No place was naturally sacred. There were spells that could replicate the effect, but they were difficult and never lasted long. They'd have no effect on him, but novice witches liked to lean on them like they were important. He could barely remember being that naive.


  The inside of the church was broken and abandoned, salted with so much dust it looked like it had been abandoned since the dawn of time. A large cobweb sagged in the eaves like a discarded wedding veil, and the small bones of dead rodents crunched under his feet as he stepped inside. It looked abandoned, it smelled abandoned … but the locator spell brought him here. Ravenhurst wasn't powerful enough to pull off such a trick.


  As he walked the aisle and looked at the few broken remains of pews, he realized either he'd been had, or they deliberately set up house here, and instantly abandoned it the moment Mitchell and his gang left. Cute. That would delay him for maybe five minutes? Sad. Now it was easy to believe that Mitchell was the best they had.


  It was then he sensed a hint of magic, and threw a revealing spell. Suddenly, he saw the boy lurking in the far corner, close to where the altar would have been. Damian's heart leaped into his throat. He hadn't expected to find the boy so easily, and certainly not alone. "Took you long enough," the boy said. Maybe Damian was going mad, but he sounded just like Kieran. He felt the glamour melt away, like a translucent caul had been torn from his body. That was impossible, and yet, it happened.


  "Who are you? Where's the rest of the coven?"


  He smiled, and it was a familiar lazy smile that pricked at his heart. "You walked into a trap, Damian. And you know exactly who I am."


  A million potential spells ran through his mind, power made his fingertips burn, but this threw him off more than he thought possible. It was like the world had shifted slightly on its axis. "No, you're not. Kieran's dead, and you stink of magic."


  "Of course I do. Magic brought me back to life." Kieran took a step forward and held his hands out in supplication. Those same long, slender hands that he could almost feel stroking his skin, trailing along his spine, stroking his hair. "And you killed me. I should hate you for that."


  This couldn't be real. Damian's stomach turned with the thought that maybe resurrection was possible, and that Ravenhurst were the last surviving coven for a very good reason. They knew more about life and death than he had ever glimpsed. "Do you?" Why was he buying into this? This wasn't real. There was no way this was Kieran.


  "No. Oh, I did for many years, but now I realize it wasn't you. You got addicted to power, Damian, and it consumed you. You're a shell of your former self." Kieran took off his shirt, which he hadn't been expecting, but why not? It showed off his lean torso, his flat stomach, and the port wine birthmark splashed across his chest like a bloodstain. That would be hard to replicate, and it looked remarkably accurate, so much so that Damian felt his heart skip a beat. "Yes, Ian, it's me."


  Only Kieran had ever called him Ian. He felt dizzy with the impossibility of it all. "How … why would they bring you back? I don't understand."


  "You've achieved your dream. You're the most powerful sorcerer in the world, and all your rivals have been wiped out. There's no weapon that can stop you. But they scoured your past and found your weakness." He pointed to himself as he started slowly walking towards him, slinking like a stray cat in search of a friendly pet. "Me."


  "Bullshit," he exclaimed, feeling the accusation hit him like a stone. It was true, wasn't it? It was why he was so glad he was dead. He was a weakness he couldn't afford. "You were once. You're not anymore. You're dead."


  Kieran smiled. It was that semi-sarcastic, semi-seductive curve of the lips that infuriated him. Damian never knew if he wanted to fuck him or fight him after he gave him that smile, and he still didn't. "I was. You did feel bad about it, didn't you? For a little while. But then the magic hardened you and you didn't care anymore."


  "You betrayed me!" he spat, letting righteous anger wash over his pangs of guilt and lust.


  Kieran shrugged a single shoulder, and as he neared, Damian could feel the magic coming off him prickle his skin like static electricity. No single mage he'd encountered gave off this kind of power. "You were leaving me. You found a new love, and it was taking up all your time. I couldn't compete with magic."


  The hair on Damian's arms was standing up now, and he could taste ozone and copper. While this seemed liked Kieran, something was very wrong. He called up energy, felt it sing through his bloodstream, and readied himself for a shielding spell. "You never had to. Why are you giving off so much energy?"


  "Ah. You noticed?" His smile grew slightly wider, and now his eyes started to faintly glow. "They brought me back as a vessel for white magic. I'm a suicide bomb, Ian. According to their seer, it was always prophesied that I would destroy you."


  "Love would destroy me, not you," he replied, feeling heat pool in his groin. God, he wanted him still. He knew it was wrong, and yet that had never stopped him from wanting something before.


  Even now, knowing that he was talking to a resurrected corpse, feeling the energy crackle around them, Damian could still remember the taste of his skin, the warmth of his body, how he could make him feel like the most powerful man in the world long before he became just that. Kieran had been naive, insecure, and ultimately faithless, but he had loved him beyond all limits. At one time, he'd felt the same about him. Somehow, it felt like someone else's memories, a glimpse of a life that had never quite been his own.


  Kieran's eyes seemed to burn through him, right to his core. Sorrow transformed his face, making him look younger and haunted. He held his arms open, and said, "I really have missed you, Ian, in spite of it all."


  The longing to step into those arms was fierce and undeniable. But he also knew it would be a horrible mistake. "You haven't really forgiven me, have you? You just want to destroy me."


  "No. I want you to forgive me … and join me. We can still be together."


  "In death?"


  "I exist nowhere else."


  Something inside Damian cracked. He had missed him, just like he had loved him once. No, he still loved him and had never stopped, even after he killed him. Why else had he wanted to find his doppelganger so badly, to the detriment of everything else? Damian felt tears welling in his eyes as he realized he couldn't just leave him, nor could he bring himself to kill him again, if that was even possible. "I am the most powerful sorcerer that has ever existed. You shouldn't be beyond my reach."


  Kieran's smile was heartbreaking. "Didn't someone once say love makes fools of us all?"


  Damian gingerly touched Kieran's chest. He could feel the inferno of magic raging beneath his skin, but his flesh was still oddly lukewarm, as if he was so cold the heat could barely get through. "I was so close," he told him. "The world could have been mine."


  "Was it worth the cost?"


  He wanted to say yes, but the word lodged in his throat. "I don't know," he admitted.


  Kieran cupped his face, his skin cool yet comforting against his cheek. "It's time to let go, Ian. Kiss me."


  Somehow Damian knew that that was death. Yet it seemed right, karmic somehow. A fate not only deserved, but just. "I'm sorry," he told him, and for the first time in a long time, he meant it. He felt like his old self again, the one he used to be before magic became the all consuming passion in his life; the one where he was just a simple man who loved a beautiful man.


  Kieran just took his face in his hands, and Damian watched as his eyes became orbs of pure, blinding white light. "I know."


  Damian kissed him, feeling his soft lips before the light curdled the power in his veins, and the energy began to burn him from the inside out, crisping his flesh and boiling the tattered remains of his soul. But even as he was torn asunder, he couldn't help but smile as Kieran pulled him into a final, deadly embrace.


  At least he wasn't alone anymore.


  THE END
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  "We both stood in front of the relief staring at it. He was the one on the ground and I was the one standing over his body. Tried and failed to protect him then. His warm hand squeezed mine in vice like grip, reminding me that we were alive now. That what happened then was no longer important. We have each other again now. We made a solemn vow to each other that history would not repeat itself."


  ~ Pete
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  SPY HILL


  by Dusk Peterson


  CHAPTER 1


  WE WON'T ALL BE COMING BACK


  Words spoken by the field-cornet of the Mippite forces at Spy Hill, to his soldiers before the battle:


  "Citizens of the republic, we're now going in to attack the enemy, and we won't all be coming back. Do your duty and trust in your gods."


  ****


  It was the incident with the white spaniel which gave Fairview and me our first hint that we hadn't been total blockheads to bring along Doyle.


  I have to explain that we hadn't yet reached Spy Hill. Between Spy Hill and our camp to the west lay farmland. We'd marched through the farmland practically on tiptoe, hidden by the mist and the night and our own efforts to suppress all sound. We held our breaths when we reached Big Pool Road, which runs from southwest to northeast, parallel to Spy Hill. There was no way to avoid the road; going any further south or north would bring us up against the encampments of the Mippite soldiers. So our two lines of troops marched ever so softly across the road lined by Mippite farms, any one of which might sound the alarm and spoil our surprise attack.


  It didn't help that the night was so black that we couldn't see our hands before our faces. I'd already spent three hours searching for one of my companies that had lost its way. By the time I arrived back, the rest of my men had fallen asleep, exhausted from the week's battles. Waking them had taken yet more time.


  Now the moon was out, lighting the white mist around us. It was when we were just past the farmyards, and barely beginning to let out our breaths, that Doyle decided to have a chat.


  "Bloody stupid way to attack the siegers of a fort," he announced to me cheerfully. Even though the mist dimmed the moonlight, I could see the outline of his slumped shoulders and could imagine his scowl. "The Mippite soldiers are camped on top of this hill, while the fort is miles away, so what're we doing scrambling over rocks in the middle of the night? It don't make no sense. All of us fellows say so. But you officers, you don't pay us no mind. Nobody wants us enlisted men around – we know that."


  "All of us fellows" were Doyle's perpetual, invisible backing for his grumbles. It wasn't Doyle's grumbles that bothered me; I'd learned to ignore them long ago. It was the fact that he was voicing them aloud.


  He'd at least had sense enough to whisper; otherwise, I've no doubt that the other soldiers in my battalion, all of whom were on edge, would have jumped on him in a heap in their eagerness to be the first to gag him. But I'd made the mistake, at the beginning of this night, of telling my men that they could whisper a quick word to me during our attack on the hill "if it's important." I'd forgotten that Doyle held a different definition of "important" than the rest of the world.


  To jump on Doyle myself, satisfying though the act might be, was unfortunately below the dignity of a colonel. I gestured to Canton, my soldier-servant, but he was busy looking nervously at the cows we were passing. The cows watched us go by without emitting a single moo.


  "So what me and the other fellows say is, this ain't no way to run a war. Cramming us all into them tiny boxcars, making us swim across a right big river, then ordering us to wriggle on our bellies for a mile or three. It ain't natural. It ain't dignified. See, me and the fellows got our standing to think of. We can't be acting all low, or the fellows in the 1st Ninth will be all after us—"


  "Doyle." It was the colonel of the 1st Battalion of the Ninth Landstead's Fusiliers; he had been marching at the head of the line of soldiers nine yards away from ours. The fact that he had been able to hear Doyle at that distance was a bad sign. He leaned over and whispered to Doyle, "If you do not remain silent until we win the summit, your colonel and I will rethink our promise not to chain you and throw you into Balmer Harbor." He gave Doyle one of his pleasant smiles.


  "You don't got to be like that." Doyle sunk into one of his sulking tones. "We fellows know when we ain't wanted." Then he fell back into his place in my line and was mercifully silent.


  I gave Fairview a smile of thanks. He whispered in my ear, "We should have drowned him before we let him come on this expedition."


  I began to snort with amusement, then caught myself in time. I gave him the slight shove that had meant – ever since we were boys – "We'll talk later, the grown-ups are listening."


  But we were too late. The General had fallen back. I could hear his glare as he said, "Did I, or did I not, give orders for absolute silence during this attack?"


  His voice was far louder than Doyle's had been. The cows we were passing stirred restlessly. My own men stirred even more restlessly at seeing their colonel reprimanded in public.


  "I'm sorry, sir." I knew enough to confine my reply to a whispered apology.


  Fairview, though, tended to lose his common sense when I was the one being reprimanded. "Sir, one of Colonel Rook's men—"


  "Colonel Rook is responsible for the actions of his men." The General raised his voice further. I wondered at what point Colonel Tice, who was assigned the job of guiding our force up the hill, would fall back and join the dispute. A cow, nervous, backed into the cow behind her.


  If this continued, we'd have a stampede on our hands soon. I was struggling with a way to speak up to the General – Major-General R. Talbert Pentheusson, son-in-law to our Commander-in-Chief, and the youngest man of his rank in the Allied Armies of the Dozen Landsteads – and tell him that he should shut his bloody mouth and let more experienced veterans of older wars handle matters he was incompetent to handle... But of course I couldn't say anything like that. So I tried saluting silently, hoping he would follow suit where silence was concerned.


  I don't know whether he would have, for at that moment, we heard the white spaniel.


  Perhaps it was a child's pet, though it was large enough to serve as a watchdog. Certainly it seemed to feel that this was its mission. It was yipping at the top of its lungs, darting in to nip at the heels of my men, then dashing away and yipping some more.


  The cows looked ready to flee. The farmhouses were still close behind us.


  "Shoot him," ordered the General, sounding understandably concerned at this turn of events.


  I refrained from reminding him that our rifles were unloaded, by his orders. Instead, I pointed out the reason for the empty rifles: "A rifle-shot would wake the locals, sir."


  "Well, bayonet the cur, then! Do something!" The General edged out of the way as the dog tried to nip at his heels.


  One of my soldiers – Lexington, I think it was – threw a rock. It missed the dog and hit the General squarely on the thigh. Amidst the General's far-too-loud curses, Doyle darted forward.


  "I'll take care of this," he announced to all the officers present. "Here, girl. C'mere, girl. That's a good girl."


  I didn't ask him how – in the darkness and the mist – he could tell that the spaniel was a bitch. The spaniel, half-hidden in the fog, had paused and was staring at Doyle. Then she made up her mind and trotted happily up to where Doyle crouched, his hands outstretched.


  Doyle fondled her ears; she consented to this, blessedly silent. Fairview, always quick off the mark, had obtained a bootstring from his soldier-servant; Doyle gently wrapped the string around the dog's neck and led the little guard away, making soothing noises to it.


  "Fine," said the General, huffing his frustration. "We continue. Colonels, make sure your men are silent from this point forth."


  I could still hear Doyle crooning at the dog in the distance. I declined to make any promises. The General walked forward, muttering about insubordination.


  I exchanged looks with Fairview. He leaned over and whispered, "Maybe we could toss him in the harbor."


  I suppressed a roar of laughter that would have awoken every Mippite within cannon range.


  CHAPTER 2


  THE SYSTEM BREAKS DOWN


  A commentator's reflection on the events at Spy Hill:


  "The unquestioning subordination of the private judgment, the self-sacrificing obedience prescribed by the military code of duty, presupposes a certain minimum of intelligent direction on the part of those in supreme command. If that is wanting the moral foundation of the code is undermined; there comes a point at which the system breaks down, when insubordination becomes excusable, perhaps even necessary."


  ****


  Maybe Fairview and I should have realized, on the morning before the attack, what role Doyle was likely to play in our future. At the time, however, our minds were filled with seemingly higher matters.


  They say that this is the operating principle of the Fates (in whom Fairview and I have always firmly believed, despite the fact that such guiding forces are much out of fashion these days). The Fates blindfold men to keep them from seeing what is coming next, and then the Fates mislead men's thoughts into dwelling upon matters of lesser importance.


  I can hear your outcry, so I hasten to say that the matter of lesser importance which occupied my mind that afternoon was not the upcoming attack on Spy Hill. No, what clogged my thoughts that day was how to keep from strangling my commanding officer.


  We sat there, the four of us: three officers from the General's brigade, while the fourth officer, Tice, had been loaned to the General by the Commander-in-Chief. We were all sitting in the General's tent, drinking his wine and smoking the cigars he had offered us when we first arrived. Nobody could accuse the General of being less than gracious toward his officers – at least, not when we were exchanging civilian civilities.


  "Fort Frederick," he said that morning, pointing to a spot on the map. "That is our objective, gentlemen."


  The four of us leaned forward, as though we had not already known our objective when we boarded the army train at Balmer City that would carry us west. The map was evidently out of date; the tiny dot on the map that represented Fort Frederick had been relabeled "Compassion Life Prison" in a newer hand.


  Puffing at his pipe – he had declined the cigar – Tice said, "I can't imagine how the Seventh Landstead's army got itself penned into such a tight place."


  "They were trying to free the prisoners there," the General replied, stating the obvious.


  "But there aren't any prisoners at Fort Frederick," interjected Spearman, who, as head of the Allied Armies' Engineers, rarely spoke in these discussions, other than to ask technical questions.


  "Except ours," murmured Fairview, passing me a biscuit. I dunked the hard biscuit into my tea in order to soften it to the point where I wouldn't break a tooth while biting into it. Rations were short.


  "We know that now," responded the General, beginning to show his well-known exasperation with subordinates. "But the Seventh Landstead received misleading reports. Fort Frederick was still a prison until a short time before the war began; there was every reason to believe that it still held thousands of prisoners."


  "In other words, the Seventh Landstead's army fell into the Mippites' trap," Tice interpreted. "Pass the biscuits, Rook – there's a good fellow."


  I did so, checking carefully afterwards to see whether my hand was still attached to its wrist. Tice always wore a scabbard at his belt that held his bayonet.


  Perhaps with his mind also dwelling on such matters, the General said sharply, "It is no longer the Seventh Landstead's army that is endangered, Tice. The danger lies to several thousand soldiers in the Allied Armies of the Dozen Landsteads. Our landsteads agreed to this wartime alliance because we could see that, if the Mippites succeed in destroying one landstead's army, all of us in the Dozen Landsteads are endangered."


  "Granted," said Tice briefly. "The Seventh Landstead was a dunce, so we're saving its army's skin, for the sake of the common good. And then?"


  "Then we go further west, to free the prisoners in western Mip." The General relaxed back in his field-chair, having made his point. "Meanwhile, the rest of the Allied Armies will attack eastern Mip and free the prisoners there." He pointed to a separate map showing the Mippite capital, where a dot was labelled "Mercy Life Prison." "The Seventh Landstead's objective was a good one, even if their army acted overly hastily."


  Fairview and I exchanged looks, wondering whether we had ever been so young and naive as our General. True, the Mippites had foully abused their convicts over the decades – including, in recent months, a Seventh Landsteader who died from a vicious beating at the hands of his guards.


  But given how little the individual landsteads cared about each other's welfare, would they have gathered together to wage war against another nation if they had not envisioned a higher goal?


  Not defense. Gold. The Magisterial Republic of Mip had become the economic engine room of the Midcoast nations. Whoever controlled Mip, controlled Mip's treasuries.


  Even so . . .


  "Men are dying in Fort Frederick," Fairview pointed out, tapping his cigar over the General's silver ashtray. "However foolish the Seventh may have been in allowing its army to be trapped in Fort Frederick, the Seventh's soldiers are Landsteaders. They don't deserve to die of hunger and thirst, killed by foreigners."


  There was a grudging acknowledgment of this from the rest of us, in the form of gruff grunts. Leaning forward, Spearman rested his chin on his fists, asking, "How bad is the situation at Compassion Prison, I mean Fort Frederick, sir?"


  "Very bad," replied the General with a sigh. "They have no wells there – they depend on rainwater, and this month has been exceedingly dry. The reports they've managed to heliograph out tell of soldiers dying in the dozens from thirst, hunger, disease. Civilians too – a few Landstead nationals who lived in this area took refuge with them. There are women and children in the fort."


  This news roused all of us. "We must rescue them!" declared Fairview, thumping his fist on the table that held the maps.


  "But how?" asked Spearman, always concerned with the practical details.


  The General, pedantic as usual, pointed to the map again. "Fort Frederick. Originally built as a military fort, here in western Mip, during the early years of Vovimian settlement in this area, as protection against raids from the settlers from the First Landstead who were making their homes in what eventually became eastern Mip. When the First Landstead broke from the other landsteads and renamed itself as the Queendom of Yclau, the fort became a military prison during the Thousand Years' War between Yclau and Vovim, in their dispute over who would control the land of Mip. When the Magisterial Republic of Mip won its independence from both nations, the military prison was converted into a civilian facility for life prisoners. It was recently abandoned and is being used as a fort again, by our besieged countrymen." The General leaned back in his seat at the end of this tedious recital of facts we all knew.


  Fairview, ever polite, tried to make some use of the recital. "How strong are the fort's defenses, sir?"


  "Strong enough to have kept the Seventh Landstead's soldiers protected during these months of the siege. Unfortunately, the fort is easier to protect than to break out of. It is on a hill, of course, but the area surrounding the hill is now controlled by the Mippite forces. There is a mountain range directly to the east—" The General pointed to the right of the fort, where the map abruptly turned blank. "The Commander-in-Chief has judged that it would be difficult to attack from that direction. We've already tried an attack from the south, as you know. That leaves the west."


  Tice was frowning as he leaned over the map. "I see that the mapmaker has marked Compassion Prison with its most recent name, Fort Frederick. I take it that means this is a recent map?"


  Spearman had a sudden coughing fit. Fairview and I bit down smiles. The style of the lettering made clear that the map was very old indeed, as Tice must have known when he asked his question.


  "Ah . . . no." The General twiddled his cigar, keeping his gaze turned away from Tice. "I believe that this is a reproduction of an ancient map made by a Landsteader surveyor who accompanied the Vovimian explorers on their early expeditions to these parts."


  "That would be why the map shows nothing east of Fort Frederick?" Picking up his glass of sherry, Fairview kept his expression carefully neutral.


  "Yes," replied the General, clearly missing the import of the question. "But to return to what I was saying before: We are attacking the Mippite besiegers from the west. Unfortunately, as you know, our big guns are not well placed at the moment."


  There was a collective sigh from all of us as we stared gloomily at the map. The General had hit upon a matter that we could all agree upon.


  One would think that a nation which had treaties with all of its neighbors would be in a position of safety. True, the Dozen Landsteads was now at war with one of those neighbors – the Magisterial Republic of Mip – but our treaties with the Queendom of Yclau and the Kingdom of Vovim, which required them to lend us military aid if we were attacked, should have held true.


  The trouble was that Yclau and Vovim both had similar treaties with Mip. Moreover, there was some dispute by foreigners as to which nation was the aggressor in this conflict: Mip or the Dozen Landsteads.


  The result was that Yclau and Vovim had refused to lend us either troops or arms. Since the Dozen Landsteads owned the Balmer & Vovim railroad, we had been able to send troops by train through Yclau and Vovim territory, disembarking our soldiers immediately south of the Potomac River, which forms the border between southern Vovim and western Mip. When it became clear that an attack at Fort Frederick from the south would not work, we had politely requested permission from the government of Vovim to place our artillery on the Vovimian mountains directly south of Fort Frederick.


  Our request was sent to the King and his Parliament. Parliament debated the matter. The King met with his advisors. We drummed our fingers while the Mippites, awaiting our second attack, began to entrench.


  Have you heard of entrenchment? It's a military technique invented by the Vovimians, though used only on a small scale by them. The Mippites, on the other hand, have brought the art of entrenchment to perfection – which gives the lie to the common notion that they are a peaceful people with no standing army and little experience in firearms. In actual fact, every Mippite is trained as a soldier from boyhood onwards. Mip's civilian army is a formidable force.


  At any rate, we eventually received an answer back from the Vovimians. They would allow us to plant our big guns on their land . . . not across from Fort Frederick, but five miles further west along the Potomac, at a mountain across from the mouth to Mip's Licking Creek.


  Our gunners are skilled, but not so skilled that they can fire a gun and have its shells land five miles away, on encampments that they cannot see because of all the intervening hills. We sourly accepted Vovim's offer, though, since we knew we would receive no better.


  "I have good news," said the General. All of us perked up. We could use good news, after a week like the last one. "You see this mountain that's to the northwest of Fort Frederick?" The General pointed at the map, and we all leaned forward to look, even though we all knew what mountain he meant. As of the previous night, we were camped at the southern foot of that unnamed mountain. "The Commander-in-Chief has just sent word that he has succeeded in clearing this mountain of all the Mippite forces. The Mippites have withdrawn their big guns from the mountain."


  "Thank the Fates," murmured Fairview. The rest of us shared his sentiment. Those guns had ground our troops to grains of sand, ever since we crossed the Potomac for the second time. In theory, our own guns should have been able to put theirs out of commission, since our guns were within range of that mountain. In fact, the Mippite gunners continued to shell us, no matter how hard we attacked their guns.


  "Now that we control that mountain, we will be able to bring our big guns onto its slopes," the General said, pointing out the obvious again. "The Mippite gunners have withdrawn somewhere east." He waved in a vague manner at the blank portion of the map.


  "Then we have a clear road to Fort Frederick?" Being an engineer, Spearman was not always entirely clear as to army maneuvers. Which was just as well; Spearman's naive questions put the General in a good mood, since the General could actually answer such questions.


  "Alas, no," said the General. "We still have the forces surrounding Fort Frederick to contend with."


  "Exactly where does their line of defense begin, sir?" asked Fairview, leaning over further to stare at the blank spot on the map. As he did so, his face came into full illumination from the lamp. It was a young face for a man of middle age; Fairview seemed immune to the wrinkles and sunspots that plagued the rest of us. His movements were graceful, though that might have been due to his years as a waterman, balancing himself on tilting boats.


  On the other hand, I'd spent most of my life as a waterman too, and I was still waiting for that moment when grace and fair looks would descend upon me.


  "The Mippites who retreated are somewhere beyond Ammippian Springs." The General pointed at a tiny town on the map that marked the crossroads between Big Pool Road and the east-west highway of the Magisterial Turnpike, which ran all the way from the ocean bordering the Dozen Landsteads to the inner nations of the continent. That makes it sound impressive; in fact, this portion of the turnpike was a dirt road.


  "Do we control Ammippian Springs, sir?" asked Tice. He had leaned back in his chair after a quick look at the map, having undoubtedly memorized it from the first moment he saw it.


  "We do, as of last night," the General replied with satisfaction. "There were some Mippite soldiers there, but we chased them off. The local residents fled with the Mippite army. Unfortunately, we don't control the turnpike beyond that point. There's some sort of mountain here—" He gave a vague wave of the hand toward the portion of the map that was east of our own unnamed mountain. "They may have fled there. Or perhaps they have joined their comrades in the encampments surrounding the fort. We don't know."


  This was tedious; at this rate, the General would spend a week showing us the map and telling us what he didn't know. I decided to replace his rowboat slowness with the swiftness of a skipjack. I pointed to the map, saying, "What about this ridge that's to the southeast of our camp, sir?"


  "Stone Quarry Ridge," Spearman read aloud from the map.


  "That is the ancient name for it," the General said. "However, it is better known as Spy Hill."


  Tice's gaze, which had been centered on his pipe, flicked over to the General. "Spy?"


  "Spy Hill, Lookout Hill . . ." The General shrugged. "The name varies, depending on how you translate the Vovimian words. The hill received its name from the fact that, when the early Vovimian explorers reached this far, they climbed the ridge and saw the mountains that led into what is now eastern Mip."


  "They saw the Dozen Landsteads' territory, in fact." Fairview frowned as he stared at the map. He was no doubt thinking, as many of us had thought since the beginning of this war, that if we could regain control of the territory that had been ceded by Yclau – but which had once been part of the Dozen Landsteads – then our territory would be large enough to make our nation a true rival to Yclau and Vovim.


  The creases in the General's forehead deepened as the General glared at Fairview. Generals are not supposed to glare at officers who point out nothing more than simple facts that schoolboys could recite, but this was General Pentheusson, and we were used to his refusal to accept the necessity of this war. Now he said, as he had so often said, "The goal of this war is to release the trapped Landsteaders and free the abused prisoners, Colonel Fairview. Nothing more. The Magisterial Republic of Mip has been a sovereign nation for longer than you have been alive, and our presence here is not intended to change that. Frankly," he added, setting aside his cigar, "I would far rather that our dispute with Mip was settled by diplomats, in a peaceful manner. We must hope that our diplomatic office continues its hard work."


  I managed to refrain from rolling my eyes. Every bloody time we had a council of war, it ended like this: with the General preaching that we shouldn't go to war. The Fates know that I wasn't one of those war-fiends whom the General railed against; I wasn't seeking excuses to go to war in order to annex Mip. But a Landsteader had been cruelly killed by the Mippites, his fellow Landsteaders had naturally sought to release any other Landsteaders who were imprisoned by the Mippites, and matters had developed from there. We were at war; we might as well accept it and continue with our job.


  "Spy Hill," Fairview reminded the General gently. "Do we control it yet?"


  "Not yet," said the General. At his tone, we all stiffened and looked at one another.


  Tice cleared his throat. "That is our immediate objective?"


  "That is our objective tonight, gentlemen. Look here." The General pointed to the map again. "Spy Hill is located between this mountain we control and Fort Frederick, which is to our southeast. The hill is a ridge that runs from the southwest to the northeast. On the eastern side of the hill are the Mippites. We are camped to the west. Now, there are only two ways around that hill: to the north or to the south. We dare not take the northern route: though we control Ammippian Springs, which is located near the northern tip of Spy Hill, it's likely that the Mippites are awaiting us just down the Magisterial Turnpike, at the foot of this mountain to the northeast of Spy Hill—" He waved his hand again at the blank part of the map. "And at the southern tip of Spy Hill is Big Pool. We have already seen how heavily defended that town is."


  "So we must go over Spy Hill," Tice concluded.


  "We must go atop it, and we must seize it," the General concluded. "We don't know how many Mippite soldiers are encamped there, but however many they are, we must drive them off. Once we gain control of that hill, we will have the strategic advantage, since we will be overlooking the Mippite encampments surrounding Fort Frederick." Satisfied, the General permitted himself a small smile.


  "What about the Mippite guns?"


  The General's smile faded. "I don't understand your question, Colonel Rook."


  "You said that the Mippites had withdrawn their big guns, sir," I reminded him, with perhaps not as much patience as Fairview would have shown if he had voiced the obvious. "Where have they withdrawn the guns? Will their artillery be within range of Spy Hill?"


  "No doubt we will learn that, once we are atop the hill."


  Spearman uttered something that sounded like a suppressed groan. Fairview rubbed his eyelids. Tice tamped down the tobacco in his pipe with vigorous motions. I tried again, pointing to the map. "What about this knoll that's located next to Ammippian Springs, just north of Spy Hill? Do we control it? Has it been cleared of Mippites? It's within firing range of Spy Hill."


  "Colonel Rook—"


  There was a warning note to the General's tone which I chose to ignore. "We don't even know what the terrain is like past Spy Hill. Don't you see, sir, we could be walking into a death trap!"


  The General was now wearing his lock-him-up-for-three-weeks-with-bread-and-water expression. Before he could speak, though, Fairview quickly intervened. "What do you wish the attacking party to do, once it has seized the hill, sir?"


  This simple question seemed to catch the General off-guard. He looked as blank as the right-hand side of the map for a moment, and then his expression cleared. "It has got to stay there."


  We waited. The General said nothing further.


  Tice uncurled from his position of lounging. He said in a mild voice, "No doubt the General is planning to place some of our big guns on the summit of Spy Hill, so that we can defend ourselves against the Mippite guns."


  For a moment more, the General looked blank; then he nodded slowly. "Yes. Yes, I will be discussing that with the Commander-in-Chief when we speak next. Any other questions? Major Spearman, you haven't spoken yet."


  I closed my mouth, which I had opened for another protest. Looking apologetic, as he always did whenever he questioned the General's plans, Spearman said, "Stone Quarry Ridge."


  "Yes?" The General surreptitiously eyed the rest of us, to see whether we understood the remark, but for once, we were as much at a loss as he was.


  "Stones, sir," Spearman explained. "If the hill was once used as a quarry, it must be stony. How stony? You'll be wanting trenches, no doubt."


  "Trenches, yes." The General relaxed again, finishing off the last of his sherry. "And defense shelters as well. Stones will provide material for shelters, will they not?"


  "That depends on the size of the stones, sir," replied Spearman. "And stones might make the digging a bit difficult."


  "Well, we'll deal with that when we get there. Gentlemen," the General added as he rose to his feet. "I appreciate your concerns, but until we actually stand on that hill, I cannot answer questions about fiddling details. Our first job is to reach the summit. Await your orders, please." He spoke firmly, no doubt having seen me open my mouth again.


  Sighing, I gave up and rose to my feet, in order to position myself at attention. Most officers in the modern world pass on their orders in written form, but the General preferred the old-fashioned method of issuing his orders by speech. I privately suspected this was because it made it easier for him to deny afterwards that he'd issued disastrous orders.


  "Now, then," he said as he watched the four of us line up as best we could in the confined space of his tent. "I have discussed my plans with the Commander-in-Chief, and he has agreed to all of them, so these orders come, not from me, but from the Commander-in-Chief. I will now read aloud the orders he has issued."


  I saw Fairview arch his right eyebrow. This was new. At least there was some hope that, if events went wrong at Spy Hill, Fairview and I wouldn't be blamed; we could refer back to the written orders that the Commander-in-Chief had issued.


  Standing slightly stooped, so that he could read the orders in the wavering lamplight, the General read aloud, "'The Commander-in-Chief has decided to seize Spy Hill. The operation will be conducted by Major-General R. Talbert Pentheusson, who will detail two battalions of his own brigade: the 1st and 2nd Ninth Fusiliers, headed by Lieutenant-Colonel Alexander Fairview and Lieutenant-Colonel Richard Roman Rook. To these will be attached about one hundred men of Lieutenant-Colonel Tice's Mounted Infantry and a half company of the Allied Engineers. Rendezvous just east of the encampment at 9 p.m. Men must be kept concealed from the locals. One hundred and fifty rounds of ammunition and one day's complete ration will be carried by the men. All horses to be left at the Allied Engineer bivouac—' You'll have to walk, Tice."


  It was a moment before any of us realized that this was the General's attempt at a joke. Then Tice twisted his mouth slightly. "Yes, sir. No doubt I and my men will manage the march without our horses."


  Looking peeved that his witticism had not been properly appreciated, the General went on: "'Men will carry entrenching tools in stretchers. Men will of course carry filled water-bottles, and should be cautioned that a refill may be difficult. The Commander-in-Chief will arrange that the ambulance corps and stretcher-bearer corps send detachments. No ambulance to be nearer than the Allied Engineer bivouac till daylight. Signed, Enoch Lombard, Commander-in-Chief of the Dozen Landsteads' Allied Army.' That is all, gentlemen. You are dismissed."


  I opened my mouth, but the General had already turned away. Quicker-witted than me – or perhaps simply more sly – Tice said, "I should like to try one of those cigars of yours after all, General, if I might. The aroma from them is quite tantalizing."


  "Certainly, Tice." The General's voice turned warm. "Gentlemen, I believe you know your way out? Tice, have a look at where these came from. The Second Landstead produces some of the finest cigars in the world. It's a shame that its tobacco production is forever being interrupted by the warfare between the Second and Third Landsteads. . ."


  The General was no longer paying attention to the rest of us. His soldier-servant, standing at alert outside, had opened the tent flap so that we could exit; Spearman was already ducking under the flap. I exchanged looks with Fairview, but he shook his head slowly. Sighing yet again, I followed Fairview out of the tent. Behind us, Tice was beginning to speak to the General in a low voice.


  CHAPTER 3


  THEY WENT UP RECRUITS


  Comment by General Pentheusson to the High Masters' Commission on the War in the Magisterial Republic of Mip, speaking of the Landsteader troops who climbed Spy Hill:


  "They went up recruits, I think . . ."


  ***


  Outside the General's tent, the morning had turned cool, as a light rain fell. For me, wrapped in my greatcoat, it was a merciful change from the week of heat we had endured. However, for the enlisted men, it was a different matter. Many of them had lost their greatcoats in the week's fighting, and they were currently without tents, since our supply train had undergone problems in fording the Potomac. As Fairview and I paused to give new orders to our lesser officers, I could see, out of the corner of my eye, enlisted men shivering as they tried futilely to light cooking fires with damp wood. There was little for the men to cook, in any case; our supplies were now limited to ration-biscuits and canned oyster-juice.


  It shouldn't have been like this. Our orders, from the Commander-in-Chief himself, had been to travel as swiftly as possible to Fort Frederick to break the siege. But our General was a slow, methodical man; he had dilly-dallied, giving the Mippites ahead of us time to prepare their defense.


  After Fairview and I had given our lesser officers their orders and left them to make their preparations for the upcoming attack, I said to Fairview, "I'm beginning to think that there are advantages to the Mippite system of electing its army officers."


  Fairview chuckled as he used his fingers to comb out some drops of rain from his tawny beard. I had often teased him about his determination to go against current fashion by wearing a full beard. As far as I could tell, the beard had never been any disadvantage to him in attracting admirers, either female or male.


  Now he said, "At least our army permits its commissioned officers to rise in rank. You or I could get a promotion on the field this time. Shall we make a wager?"


  I chuckled. Fairview and I made wagers on everything: on which of us would be promoted first, on how many of the enemy we would kill – even on how many of our own men would die in battle, though we took care not to talk about such gambling in our men's presence. None of this was meant with any seriousness. It was a game – a way to pass time during the tedium between exciting battles.


  "What do you think of the General's plan?" I asked.


  Fairview raised his right eyebrow in an elegant arch. "What do you think?"


  "It could work."


  "Perhaps. But what are we trying to accomplish?"


  "To hold a hill of strategic importance. If we have field guns up there . . ."


  "Yes, if we have guns," Fairview interrupted. "Do you notice how, amidst all his plans, the General didn't mention when he planned to send the big guns up to the summit?"


  "Blast!" I exploded. "You should have said something to him."


  Fairview shook his head as he settled his helmet's brim over his brow, in an attempt to shield himself from the rain. "He was growing obstinate, toward the end. I'll ask him later today, when he's in a better mood."


  "He's never in a good mood," I responded, my own mood turning black. I'll admit that the General wasn't the worst officer we had served under – I reserved that title for the officer who had tried to forcibly separate Fairview and me, back when we both served in the Ninth Landstead's navy, in our youth. That particular officer was long dead, killed during the bloody naval battles between the Ninth Landstead and the Eighth Landstead.


  Speaking of which . . .


  "Gentlemen."


  We turned. Tice had taken shelter under a chestnut tree; his pipe glowed in the darkness of that shelter. His face was too shadow-grey for me to read his expression.


  Fairview could be blunt when necessity arose. "Tice," he said, "can we count on you in this battle?"


  Tice paused to draw in a breath of smoke before replying. He was a large, stocky man – not the sort of man you'd expect to be a scout, which was how he had started his army career. Before that, he had served in the navy; most Landsteaders did, at one time or another, since all of the landsteads border the Bay. We have the finest navies in the Midcoast nations. I wish I could say the same about our armies.


  It was during our naval years that Fairview and I had first met Tice. Now Tice contemplated his pipe, saying, "We go back a long ways, gentlemen."


  "We do," Fairview agreed quietly.


  "Back in those days, you two were just a couple of harum-scarum university lads – all full of jests and wild threats, the way boys often are. It was amusing to watch your posturing." He stroked his pipe-stem carefully. "Amusing, that is, until you sunk half my battle fleet."


  We said nothing. All the tension of the landstead rivalries was present at this moment – the tension that had caused foreign nations to deny that we Landsteaders would be able to hold together our military alliance. Even our landsteads' political alliance, which had lasted nearly two thousand years, was forever on the point of breaking.


  Suddenly, in the darkness under the tree, Tice's craggy face broke into a smile. "Frankly, gentlemen, if I must be on a battlefield with you again, I'd far rather be on your side. You can count on me to protect your backs."


  I let out the breath I hadn't known I was holding. Fairview said lightly, "And we'll do all we can to protect you and your men. However, you've ten years' more experience than we do in the army. I hope you'll be willing to give us advice, should we need it."


  Tice stepped out from under the tree, tapping his ashes to the ground and grinding them underfoot with his boot. "First piece of advice: Go to bed. It's much easier to fight a battle when you've rested. Both of you have rings under your eyes."


  "Are you planning to take that advice yourself?" I challenged him.


  "I wish I could." His gaze drifted eastward. "I've persuaded the General to let me scout the hill this afternoon. I only wish I had time to send scouts further east."


  "A recent map would help." Fairview adjusted the angle of his helmet; the rain was beginning to lighten to a drizzle. "If the General sent up an observation balloon . . ."


  "I suggested as much to the General," replied Tice.


  He said nothing more, so we could both guess how his suggestion had been received. We were all silent for a minute, until the silence was interrupted by a series of booms.


  We turned to look east, but it was impossible to see far in the drizzle. Fairview shook his head. "The enemy certainly has its big guns there somewhere. I wish I knew where."


  "At least they aren't shelling the camp presently," said Tice. "A brief respite. Gentlemen, if you will excuse me . . . "


  I waited until Tice was well out of earshot before asking in a low voice, "Do you think we can trust him?"


  Fairview shrugged. "Can one ever trust an Eighth Landsteader? Tice and his men have a reputation for honor. I suppose we'll see tonight whether they live up to it."


  I looked sharply at Fairview. "You think the mounted infantry will lead us into an ambush?"


  "Tice does seem to have taken great care to ensure that he would be in charge of the scouting." Fairview took out a cigarette, studied it, and then threw it away with a gesture of disgust. "Now I'm as bad as the war-fiends of whom the General is always complaining. The General is right about this much: we need to trust our allies in this war. If the Dozen Landsteads fall once more to quarrelling amongst one another—"


  "—we'll lose this war." I sighed heavily. "The General is leading us, Tice is scouting for us, the Mippite guns are hidden somewhere. . . . I don't like the odds we're facing."


  "Think of the women and children at Fort Frederick." Fairview spoke softly. Like me, he was unmarried, and knowing him, he would not have fathered any illegitimate children. But he had been raised by his grandmother after his mother died of influenza and his father died in an earlier war between the Ninth Landstead and the Sixth and Seventh Landsteads. He had a high opinion of his grandmother and of all women and children and creatures that are in need of help.


  Which was probably why Doyle was with us, rather than at the bottom of the Bay, where he deserved to be.


  I furrowed my brow, thinking. Fairview's estimate of women was high enough that I wondered sometimes what was preventing him from marrying. But since I lived in fear that Fairview would ask me the same question, I had never raised the topic with him. Not that there would have been anything strange about my answer. After all, friendship is a bond as strong as marriage. Our friendship was unusual only insofar as Fairview and I had not created other bonds in our life. Most of the officers in the Allied Armies were married or were sharing their beds with their soldier-servants . . .


  If you were a Mippite, you'd probably be screwing up your face in disgust at this point. I've heard that Mippites are so dedicated to the principles of egalitarianism that they've recently passed a law that forbids sexual relations between men of different ranks. In the Dozen Landsteads, we all had a long laugh when we heard of that law. For us, it makes no sense to have sexual relations, except with someone of lower rank. Would you really want a wife who had veto power in your marriage? Or would you really want your bed-service given to you by a man who could dictate at what time of day you held your dinner?


  But Mippites, with their endless talk of love-mates and the joys of equality, are oblivious to all this. That was one of the causes of strain between our nation and theirs: our clear superiority in understanding proper social relations.


  Fairview and I were Landsteaders through and through, and I suppose that, in the ordinary way of things, we would have taken one of our men to bed, or perhaps would have married. But circumstances had always been against us.


  We had first met when we were young boys, living on the same block of Balmer, the harbor capital of the Ninth Landstead. We'd attended the same boarding school – one that discouraged its students from choosing liegemen until after their university years.


  Well, after we'd attended university – together, of course – we'd been too busy with naval battles to worry about such matters. That was half a lifetime ago; the battles had continued for many seasons.


  Finally the war with the Eighth Landstead had ended, and we had returned to civilian life. Fairview was appointed as the pilot on an ocean steamship; I took a position as quartermaster on the same steamer. With duties that sent us away from land for most of the year, our marital prospects appeared poor, but certainly this would have been the time for us to choose liegemen for our beds.


  And perhaps we would have, if keeping track of Doyle's activities hadn't occupied all our time.


  Now I said heavily, "Yes, the women and children. Fairview, the General told me a few days ago that the Landsteaders at that fort are nearly at the point where they must eat horseflesh to survive. Landsteaders are dying every day there – we must find a way to help them."


  "There's no question that we must," replied Fairview. "The only question is whether the General has chosen the best way. —Yes, Davey, what is it?" He paused to speak to his apprentice-aged messenger.


  "Excuse me for interrupting, sir. This just arrived for you." Davey offered him an envelope.


  "Our faithful postmen." Fairview took the envelope and held it up to the strengthening sunlight as the drizzle turned to mist. "We can't break through to Fort Frederick, yet somehow the postmen can reach us with our mail. Do you suppose we could hire them to improve communications in the army? —Thank you, Davey. Have you rested yet?"


  "I've tried, sir." The lad wriggled his shoulders uncomfortably. "It's hard, with those guns . . ." As he spoke, there was another boom in the distance.


  "They're not shelling us," Fairview pointed out. "They're probably trying practice shots, attempting to gauge the distance to some target. Have some food, have some rest – we'll be moving out again tonight."


  "We will?" Davey peered up cautiously at him. "Will you be taking me with you, sir?"


  His voice sounded anxious; no doubt he had heard that I had ordered my own messenger-lad not to leave his sickbed until we moved camp again. Would that I could have issued the same orders to all the soldiers in my battalion who were ill from our week's work.


  Fairview smiled at Davey. "Of course. I depend on your services. Now go have a bit of leisure – that's a good lad."


  Watching Davey skip away, I said, "Hark the adoring look he gave you. He has a mash on you."


  Fairview laughed as he slit the envelope open with his penknife. "Half the men in my battalion do. 'Fairview, Fair of View . . .' I've heard what they call me. —Ah, grandmama is as appropriate as always."


  "She sent you another battle prayer?" I looked over his shoulder at the letter.


  Fairview nodded. "'May we be prepared at all times to meet our Fates—'"


  "Inappropriate, you mean," I grumbled. "Do you really think that any soldier who serves under the General can claim to be prepared?"


  I gestured with my hand as Fairview pocketed the letter. As it happened, we had halted near the medical men, who were in the process of supervising the loading of their equipment onto a wagon. The doctors and their assistants would be coming with us, of course, although most of them would remain at Ammippian Springs, where the field hospital would be set up.


  The Queendom of Yclau had been distinctly miserly in lending us soldiers, but the queendom had at least lent us some of its doctors – and that was a gift worth keeping, given that Yclau had the finest physicians in the Midcoast nations. These particular doctors had come from a military hospital in the far southwest of Yclau. They had brought with them an ambulance corps trained to remove wounded men from the field during battle, as well as a group of men from one of Yclau's overseas colonies, who were being trained as stretcher-bearers. The colonials would not be expected to enter the battlefield themselves; in the upcoming battle, they would be given the lesser job of carrying the wounded down the hill and delivering water up to the edge of the summit.


  Except . . .


  I frowned, gave a quick glance at Fairview, and found that he was frowning too. Fairview looked at me, saw the hesitant query in my eyes, and nodded. We both strode forward.


  Healer Mahone was in the midst of supervising the striking of the field hospital's tent; he looked up with a faintly irritated expression as we interrupted him. "Colonels? I am rather busy—"


  "Where is your ambulance corps, sir?" I waved my hand toward the remainder of the scene: Yclau doctors, Yclau assistants, and colonial stretcher-bearers and water-carriers. No Yclau ambulancemen.


  Healer Mahone's expression of irritation increased. "Your General has sent my ambulancemen away – without my authorization – to serve as support for the Commander-in-Chief's other troops. He told me – after he had sent them away – that my colonial stretcher-bearers would be sufficient for the upcoming fight."


  Suppressing a sigh, I said, "I'm sure they will be, sir. They've been well-trained, I'm certain."


  "Mm." The doctor glanced at three of the dark-skinned colonials nearby. One of them – evidently the head of the stretcher-bearer corps – was showing the other two how to place a wounded man onto a stretcher without causing him unnecessary pain. Healer Mahone said, "Perhaps, perhaps. But you never know, with these colonials."


  He didn't bother to lower his voice. The head stretcher-bearer glanced at him briefly, then turned his attention back to his men.


  "Are you in need of any supplies, sir?" Fairview asked politely.


  "No, no." Healer Mahone waved his hand, looking harassed. "We have sufficient medical supplies . . . and I promise you, with the help of your engineers, we will see that enough water reaches your wounded."


  "Don't forget about water for the rest of us," I said in an attempt at jocularity.


  "Yes, yes." The healer waved his hand again. "The distribution of the remainder of the water falls into your own province . . . but we will have whatever water is available sent up by mules."


  He gestured toward the colonials. I saw the head stretcher-bearer's cheek twitch at this indirect reference to his service, but he continued to give instructions steadily to his men.


  "Well, all seems ready there, at least," observed Fairview as we walked away.


  "Assuming those colonials do know any civilized behavior." I paused to look toward the edge of the camp, which ended at the Magisterial Turnpike. There was little to see beyond the camp.


  Two weeks before, we had attempted to attack the Mippites directly by fording the Potomac River close to Fort Frederick, at the town called Big Pool. As could have been predicted beforehand – indeed, many of us did predict it, quite loudly – the attack was a disaster. The Mippites had most of their forces entrenched in the area around Fort Frederick; the enemy simply picked off our men as we tried to cross the river.


  After our retreat back into Vovimian territory, the Commander-in-Chief – who had ordered the disastrous attack upon Big Pool – had recrossed the Potomac further west, at Licking Creek, and then had split up our forces. His main body of troops, which he himself led, went off to create a diversion while our General was supposed to slip his troops quietly forward and attack the Mippites from the west.


  Which might have worked if our General hadn't crept forward at an agonizingly slow pace, giving the Mippites time to entrench in new positions ahead of us.


  From where we camped – at the foot of the unnamed mountain that the Commander-in-Chief had succeeded in clearing of Mippite guns – I could not see Spy Hill to the southeast of us; it was hidden by trees and by a rise of ground in front of us. Long and narrow, with a narrower summit – that was the hill we would climb tonight, if the map held any relation to reality. Tice should be able to give us a good survey of the western slope, if he was indeed on our side. As for what lay on the eastern slope...


  Seeing my frown, Fairview said, "Still worrying?"


  "Worrying about the lay of the land."


  Fairview nodded. He was a steamer pilot; he knew the value of a good map. "There's a mountain to the east of where we stand now, which means it's to the northeast of Spy Hill – the General alluded briefly to that mountain, remember? I caught a glimpse of it during our attack on Big Pool. And I know its name, because one of our local guides was joking about it to me: Fairview Mountain."


  My frown deepened. "How close is this mountain to Spy Hill?"


  "I don't know; nor did I notice how high it was. I assumed at the time that surveys had already been done by the Commander-in-Chief's scouts." We walked a while further before Fairview said softly, "I don't think the greatest fault lies with the General, you know. The Commander-in-Chief is the one who appointed the General to his post. The Commander-in-Chief should have known that his son-in-law was too young for this assignment, and had too great a need to prove himself right, at the expense of his officers. And after the General acted too cautiously in the Battle of Big Pool . . ."


  "That wasn't the Commander-in-Chief's fault."


  "An officer is responsible for the actions of his men," Fairview replied primly, then grinned at me. "As we've both said on many occasions. Tice is right; we should be getting some rest. Our men have their orders now, so let's retire. We still have a few hours left before the troops need to assemble."


  "Wait a bit." I looked around at the camp. Everything appeared as it had when Fairview and I had entered the General's tent. Men crouched wearily over campfires or simply slept on the ground. Thanks to the General's slowness, they'd been fighting every day now for a week and had received precious little time to sleep. Since most of the men had lost their greatcoats, they had nothing warm to lie under at night. Many of the men wore the same clothes, unwashed, that they'd worn since they crossed the Potomac a second time.


  All of this I'd expected. What was missing was one man who could be guaranteed to be at the center of our camp, complaining loudly about our conditions.


  "Doyle," said Fairview, having reached the same conclusion I had while I mused. "Where is he?" He pulled out his spy-glass, which he always kept close at hand, and swiftly used it to give the camp a sweeping inspection from all angles.


  "Somewhere making trouble," I surmised. "Let's go find out where."


  Our search eventually took us to our tent, where our two soldier-servants were sitting cross-legged on the ground, smoking as they played dice with each other. They scrambled to their feet as we arrived.


  "Where is Doyle?" Fairview demanded.


  Fairview's soldier-servant looked blank. "I don't know, sir. I've been in the tent, putting your belongings in order."


  "Canton?" I addressed my own soldier-servant, who had a guilty look on his face.


  "Sorry, sir. I didn't realize you'd assigned him work, sir. He went by a few minutes ago. He was headed toward the bushes." He pointed to the eastern edge of camp.


  "The bushes?" I said blankly. Doyle was not the sort of man who bothered to hide his private parts when he made water.


  Fairview, quicker than I to catch on, asked, "With whom?"


  The guilt increased in Canton's expression. "Your messenger-lad, sir."


  "Canton!" I shouted.


  "I'm very sorry, sir." My soldier-servant indeed looked almost green with guilt. "I thought . . . since it was a member of another battalion . . . and you were with the General . . ."


  I caught Fairview's look and sighed. "Canton, next time you see Doyle making trouble, either deal with it yourself or find his sergeant."


  "But he's your pet." Stiles mumbled it under his breath.


  Fairview gave his soldier-servant a cool look. "What was that you said, Stiles?"


  Stiles took a deep breath before saying, "We were given to understand, sir, that Private Doyle was under your special protection. Was that incorrect?"


  "Protection?" I roared.


  Fairview put a hand on my arm. "Colonel Rook and I recruited Doyle, Stiles, but he receives no special privileges. If anyone else is under that misapprehension, please correct them. Rook, we shouldn't waste time here." He pulled me away from the scene.


  "Protection!" I muttered as we headed toward the bushes. "Pet! Bloody blades, he's as sweet a pet as a sea nettle. The number of stings he has given us—"


  "Shh." Fairview slowed as we reached the bushes. It was easy to tell which was the correct bush. It was rustling.


  On a nod from Fairview, we both darted in. Fairview emerged holding Davey gently by the arm. I emerged clutching Doyle's back collar.


  "What the bloody blades do you think you're up to, Doyle?" I shouted. "Taking a messenger – an apprentice of sixteen sun-cycles – into the bushes with you!"


  Doyle looked blank for a moment, and then brightened. "I was showing him my guidebook."


  I began to swear at him. Fairview, perhaps to shield the lad from my language, took Davey aside and began speaking quietly to him.


  "You and your bloody guidebook!" I concluded, shaking Doyle. "The number of times on this campaign that you've used that guidebook as an excuse for ill behavior—"


  "Oh, but it was important, Colonel!" As usual, Doyle managed to maintain a guileless expression. "I found in the book an ancient monument my old boat-master once told me about—"


  "You cannot read!" I shouted it in his face.


  Doyle gave his expression – well-perfected – of an innocent child being hurt. "It's a picture. My captain had described the monument to me. See?" Right on cue, he thrust the book at my face.


  Fairview returned without his messenger-lad. "No harm done. Davey was too innocent to understand Doyle's motives. I've solemnly warned him against going into isolated places with men who promise to show him their guidebooks or etchings or whatever else they have on hand."


  "My guidebook, yes!" Doyle eagerly thrust the book toward Fairview's face.


  "Doyle . . ." I said in a warning voice.


  "It's no good, Rook." With a grin, Fairview took the book from Doyle. "You know he's not going to leave us alone until we look at whatever he wants us to see."


  Sighing, I let go of Doyle's collar and leaned over to glance at the picture. It was indeed a halftone reproduction of a photograph of one of the ancient monuments that litters the Midcoast nations. The frieze on the monument showed an ancient battle – I could tell that from the war chariots and from the armor that protected the soldiers. On the left side of the picture, a charioteer, accompanied by his assistant, was pointing a spear at a bearded man who already appeared dead, for he was lying motionless on the ground.


  Between the bearded man and the spear stood a clean-shaven man, weaponless. The spear pointed in his direction; the horses reared; fearlessly, he stood his ground—


  —the horses reared; I hesitated. Was Fairview dead? Was it worth my while to risk my own life for a dead man?


  The spear came closer. I ran forward, placing my body between the weapon and my lover—


  —I caught my breath. Looking up, my eyes met Fairview's. There was sweat on his face. I wondered what he had seen.


  "There!" said Doyle cheerfully. "Wasn't that worth showing off? Don't I got the right of it?"


  "Doyle." Somehow, Fairview managed to break his gaze from mine. "If Colonel Rook or I catch you showing off your guidebook to any other underaged member of this army, we will carry out our original plan to chain you up and dump you in Balmer Harbor."


  As on the first occasion he spoke these words – when we had discovered Doyle, not for the first time, pilfering supplies on the steamer where we all worked – Doyle turned pale. Our threat never failed to evoke this response from him; I suspected that, like most watermen in the Dozen Landsteads, he couldn't swim and therefore had an inordinate fear of drowning.


  By tomorrow, he'd have forgotten the threat, as he always did. But by tomorrow, we would be in battle. Please the Fates, that would keep him out of trouble for one day.


  Fairview, seeing Doyle's temporary commitment to good behavior, handed him back his beloved guidebook. "Return to your company, Doyle," he said. "Your officers have new orders for you. Your colonel and I need to head to bed."


  At these careless words by Fairview, Doyle's appearance returned to normal. He looked at Fairview, then he looked at me, and then he sniggered.


  "Go!" I roared. Doyle slipped away, stealing looks back at us. As soon as he reached another soldier he knew, he grabbed the man's arm. Faintly from the distance, I heard the words, "Colonels' bed." The other soldier looked at us and burst out laughing.


  Normally I would have winced. But at the moment I had a bigger worry than Doyle's filthy jokes about our supposed bedding arrangements. I was wondering what I should say to Fairview about what we'd seen.


  It was not the first occasion in my life when one cycle of time had touched another. Some people go through a lifetime without ever experiencing cycle forward or cycle back, but for me such moments of awareness had been frequent. Always cycle forward, always visions of my future with Fairview. It was one of the things that had often given me strength in battle: the knowledge that I had a future with Fairview. I would see him sitting beside me, or lying on the other bed opposite me, smoking his cigarette and exchanging jokes with me. On several occasions I'd seen him lying on the ground, staring dreamily up at the sky; we had apparently been having a day out getting grubby on his gunning skiff, for his beard was dirty, his shirt torn, his face cloud-dappled under a midday sun.


  Fairview said softly, "Fairview Mountain . . ."


  I looked quickly at him. "You think that battle took place near here?"


  Fairview started walking forward. "According to the halftone's caption, yes. The mountain was named after the bearded man whom the other soldier – a man named Crow – ran forward to save."


  Crow was the ancient word for Rook. I felt a shiver cover my back. "Did the guidebook say anything more about that?"


  "No. I suppose that we can do a little research when we get home. . . . Well, here we are."


  We had reached the tent. I could hear our soldier-servants inside, making last-minute preparations for our sleeping arrangements. They were joking about what re-arrangements would occur once their colonels were alone together.


  I had no doubt that the jokes originated from Doyle. He had spread his suspicions all over the camp. Everywhere Fairview and I went these days, we encountered jokes – mainly good-natured, because our men knew of our honor, so most of them could not believe that Doyle's insinuations were true. But the insinuations made for a good jest.


  "Well," Fairview said again.


  "Well," I repeated.


  We looked at each other. I was wondering whether he had seen the same thing I had, and whether he had noticed that, in our past lives, we had been love-mates to each other.


  "Well, I should double-check on my men," said Fairview.


  "I too," I said quickly. I turned my back and began to walk away in as nonchalant a manner as I could.


  Already, I was regretting my hesitation at the tent flap. If I had entered the tent immediately, all would have been well. But I had given Fairview time enough to hear the jokes and to think about our cycle back, and in doing so, I had embarrassed him. That was cruel of me. Fairview was the finest friend a man could have, and the finest battle-companion.


  I dared not risk doing anything that might break our friendship.


  CHAPTER 4


  LET US NOT GIVE WAY


  Words spoken by the field-cornet of the Mippite forces at Spy Hill, to General Starke:


  "Let us struggle and die together. But, brother, let us not give way an inch more to the Landsteaders."


  ****


  "Fix bayonets."


  The words whispered by Tice rippled through the ranks like a ripple across the Bay, each soldier passing on the order to the man beside him. All around me, men pulled their bayonets from scabbards and attached the blades to the ends of their rifles.


  Fairview and I did the same. We had advised the General that, with his scouting experience, Tice should be in charge of the initial attack on the Mippite soldiers. As promised, Tice had visited Spy Hill that afternoon, and he had used the final hours of daylight to sketch a map of the prominent features of the western hillside. This he had used to accurately guide us to this point, at the western edge of the summit. Tice's scouts, who had crept up the hill while their officer was making the sketch, reported that there were only a few dozen Mippite soldiers at the summit.


  A small group of soldiers is just as capable of killing a man as a large one. I had my usual feeling in the moments before battle, of being on the point of whirling into the never-ending cycle of death, transformation, and rebirth. All around me in the darkness, I could hear whispered prayers, and I could guess that many of our soldiers were using their thumbs to trace circles of rebirth onto their own foreheads.


  I wondered whether the Mippite soldiers were doing this as well, as they kept their lonely watch. Many of them shared our faith.


  Imagination is a disadvantage to a soldier. I was still musing upon the Mippite soldiers' fear when a shout came from ahead, in the Mippite tongue: "Who's there?" As a result, I might well have been caught off-guard; but Fairview, having brought his line close to mine during this final stretch of the march, pulled me to the ground. Beside me and behind me, I heard the thump of several hundred soldiers dropping to their stomachs, in accordance with Tice's prior instructions.


  A split second later came the crackle of the Mippites' rifles and pistols, like fire spreading across sun-dried grass. Bullets whizzed over our heads. We waited until the clicking of the bolts told us that the Mippites had emptied their rifles and pistols. Then—


  "The Bay!" cried the General, and we surged forward.


  The taking of the summit was quick and relatively bloodless; the Mippites, faced with the sight of over a thousand enemy soldiers, wisely fled.


  "Three of my men are wounded," reported Tice afterwards as Doyle lit a shuttered lantern for us. "Also, one of theirs is dead. I think we chased all the rest away."


  I nodded. Nearby, at the instruction of the General, our men were giving three cheers – the easiest way to alert the Landsteader soldiers who had remained at the foot of Spy Hill that we had won the summit.


  "Sir," said Tice, saluting as the General approached, "would you like me to send my scouts forward to check the remaining lay of the summit?"


  The General shook his head. He was smiling broadly for once, waving his cap against his face as though to disperse the light drizzle that had soaked us to the skin. "Time enough for that, once the mist lifts. I think one of the Mippites escaped further along the summit; I don't want your scouts, blinded by the mist, to run into Mippite rifles."


  "Sir, with respect, it would help to know—"


  In retrospect, I should have cut to the quick and said, "We can't be sure we've won the summit until we see where the summit lies." Instead, my attempts to contradict the General with circumspection worked against me; the General took on that familiar look of obduracy. He snapped, "That's enough talk. I've made my decision, Colonel Rook. Major Spearman—" He turned to address the engineer, who was silently listening to this conversation. "Have your men start the entrenchment."


  "Yes, sir," Spearman replied patiently; I could hear his sappers already at work nearby, digging trenches along the lines he had immediately laid out, once we won the summit. "May I ask, sir, where the sandbags are?"


  "Sandbags?" The General looked blank.


  "We passed a pile of them on the way out of our camp," Tice reminded him.


  "You told me, sir, that each of the men on this march was to carry a sandbag, but I don't see any evidence of the sandbags." Spearman fingered the chain of his wedding pocket-watch, that tiny movement being the only sign of the extent of his concern.


  "I—" The General choked on the next word. It was undoubtedly "forgot." But he regained his composure quickly and said with firmness, "I decided they weren't necessary."


  "Yes, sir?" Spearman kept his voice mild. "Well, we'll make do with what materials we have. I'm afraid that most of the rocks here are too big to be moved, but they're also too small to form shelter. We'll just have to dig deep enough to form an adequate protection."


  I glanced over at one of the sappers. He had dug only a few inches, but already he was cursing at the rock below the surface.


  Doyle, who had never learned to keep quiet during officers' conferences, said, "There's a right big stand of rocks over here for your own shelter, General."


  "Facing which way?" I asked quickly.


  Doyle grinned. "Best ways of all: northeast. You want to come see it, General?"


  "Yes, show it to me," said the General with vague approval.


  I looked over at Fairview, who had just joined us. He shook his head gravely. Even Doyle had grasped the dangers that might come from the unexplored north and east. Why couldn't the General grasp this?


  "Hmph," said Spearman, providing an inarticulate commentary on the conversation. "I'd best get back to work."


  I looked around. In the small area that was lit by the lamp, I could see my men, resting now that the summit was won. They'd have been better put to use in digging the trenches, but there were no sandbags and no shovels or picks except the ones that had been carried by the sappers, and my men's entrenching tools were inadequate for digging in this hard ground – I'd tested the tools myself, in the minutes following our attack. Besides, most of the enlisted men were too bone-weary to move.


  "Ain't no way to run a war," said Fairview in my ear, imitating Doyle. I laughed and went off to consult with Spearman over whether any fresh water could be found on this hill.


  CHAPTER 5


  ARE, I HOPE, SECURE


  Written dispatch to the Commander-in-Chief at 6 AM, from the officer commanding the Allied forces at Spy Hill:


  "Spy Hill: 24th July.


  Sir,


  We got up about four o'clock, and rushed the position with three men wounded. There were some Mippites, who seemed surprised and bolted firing a round or so, having one man killed. I believe there is another somewhere, but have not found him in the mist. The latter did us well, and I pushed on a bit quicker than I perhaps should otherwise have done, lest it should lift before we got here. We have entrenched a position, and are, I hope, secure; but the fog is too thick to see, so I retain the engineers for a bit longer. My men attacked in fine style. I had a noise made later to let you know that we had got in.


  Yours,


  R. Talbert Pentheusson."


  ****


  "Way I figure it," said Doyle, pausing to lean on his shovel, "the officers have all forgotten 'bout the cycle."


  It was dawn; the air around us was milk-white with mist. Most of the soldiers, having spent the remaining night resting from our climb, were lingering over their morning rations. After consulting with Spearman, I'd sent a few of my own men to take over the trench-digging duties of the sappers, who were exhausted after their own night's work. The sappers were taking their morning meal now, while my men grumbled about being deprived of their breakfast.


  The director of their grumbles was clear enough.


  "Now, we was all officers once," said Doyle, continuing to idle at his task. "All of us. Stands to reason. They tell us in chapel: we all rise up, and we all go low down, just like boats bobbing in the Bay. And when we're up, we done got to remember that we'll be down one day. But these officers, they're forgetting. They're thinking, 'We have blue uniforms, so we'll always be the best.' But they won't. They'll die, and they'll become us."


  The other men nodded; they'd all stopped work now to listen to Doyle. "Honey boy, you got the right of it," said Lexington, one of my best privates, who had been one of my best watermen in past years. "Ain't nobody knows what they'll be in the future. Ain't nobody knows what they've been in the past-"


  "'Less they seen it," added Fulton, wiping his forehead with a dirty handkerchief. "Cycle forward and cycle back."


  "I'm telling you." Doyle nodded vigorously. "Them officers, they ought to be plain feared, knowing they'll be enlisted men in some future life. Even if they don't see cycle forward or cycle back, they got their faith, right? They know that the cycle of rebirth will bring them low some day."


  There was a murmur of agreement all around as several men laid down their shovels. I surmised that it was time I took official notice of the strike. Stepping forward, I said, "I couldn't agree with you more, Doyle."


  "Hey?" He twisted around, looking confused.


  "We all go down, and we all go up," I said. "And the determinant of whether we go up is whether we do our duty." I turned my scrutiny on the other men, who looked abashed. Lexington quickly picked up the shovel he'd laid aside. He was a good man, though easily led into trouble by other soldiers, for he was an orphan; he considered the men in my battalion his only family.


  Doyle merely shrugged. "But what if the officers ain't doing their duty to care for us? Why should we follow their orders then?"


  There was a pause again as the trench-digging party awaited my answer. I could see that some of my other men were listening in.


  "Why," I said, "if we're given an order by an officer who fails to do his duty, we just keep doing our own duty, which is to obey orders. Then, in the next life, when we're above that officer, we can order him to dig trenches."


  Doyle scowled. The other men laughed. Fulton shyly offered me a drink from his water bottle. I waved away his offer with a smile. I didn't want to tell him that I was worried about the water arrangements There was no spring on the summit; Spearman had sent several of his engineers to the western foot of the hill to ascertain whether any water could be found there.


  Still scowling, Doyle finished the trenchwork assigned to him, threw down his shovel, and stalked off to a nearby bush. A moment later, when I glanced back at the bush, it was shaking.


  I looked quickly around, but Davey was watching the signalmen as they set up their station near the western crest, my messenger-lad was safely tucked into his cot at the camp, the General's messenger-lad rarely strayed from his side, and Tice had no messenger-lad, for Eighth Landstead soldier-servants did double duty as couriers.


  To my thinking, all of the other soldiers here were welcome to let Doyle show him his "guidebook," if they wanted. But the men digging the trenches showed no inclination to follow Doyle into his hideaway. They were whispering amongst themselves; finally Fulton got up the courage to be their spokesman.


  "Sir," he said, "may I ask you a question?"


  "Certainly," I replied, bracing myself for whatever demands Doyle had convinced them they should make.


  "Why don't they just give up, sir?"


  "They?" I raised my eyebrows in a not-very-credible imitation of Fairview.


  "The Mippites, sir. See, we got thousands of soldiers—"


  "Twenty thousand," contributed Lexington, who was always ready with exact numbers, having tallied many an oyster barrel in his day.


  "And the Mippites got—" Fulton looked to Lexington.


  "Two thousand men," said Lexington promptly. "And we've got fifty big guns, while they've got seven. We've had some bad luck so far," he said, phrasing the General's bungling politely. "But we're sure to win this battle today. Stands to reason, as Doyle would say. So why don't the Mippites just give up?"


  All around him, my men were nodding. I paused as I tried to think of a way to answer my men's question without revealing my own fears. From where I stood, facing south, I could see, out of the corner of my eye, a gold disk swimming in the mist: the sun, beginning to rise above the horizon.


  "Well, Fulton," I finally replied, "do you know who is leading the Mippite forces here?"


  Fulton shoveled out another scoop of dirt before coming up with the answer. "General Starke, ain't it, sir?"


  "And who is General Starke? —Anyone?" I looked around at the other men.


  As I might have expected, Biddle was the one to reply. He had married above himself, with the result that his wife and children were much better educated than he was. A modest man, he took great pride in the accomplishments of his wife and children. His wife had taught him to read and write, so he was usually better informed than the other men, who depended on their officers to supply them with information on political matters. Fiddling with the chain of his engraved wedding pocket-watch now, he said, "General Starke . . . would that be Duke Starke, sir?"


  "Prescott Starke, Duke of Howard," I agreed. "General Starke's estate is in eastern Mip, but he has blood ties with the aristocrats in this area – all of the Mippite aristocrats are related to each other, if you trace their lines far enough back. Not only that, but Lord Starke's cousin is a magisterial seat – what we would call a High Master," I added, seeing the men's blank looks. "All of this territory we've been travelling through is like a landstead, with its own High Master and its own lesser masters – elected officials, since the Mippites abolished hereditary titles at the time they founded their republic, but the old aristocrats still hold loyalty. All of the Mippites we're facing in battle today have ties of faithfulness to General Starke or to his relations. General Starke's nephews both lead commandos, while his younger brother—"


  "So the Mippites think we're trespassing," interrupted Fulton. Fulton was earnest, eager to please, and forever breaking military protocol. He would apologize with great sincerity afterwards for his error, and then make another mistake the next day. My men loved him, as they would have loved a youngest brother; he was the favorite of my battalion.


  I remained silent a moment, to alert Fulton to the fact that he should not interrupt his colonel. He dipped his eyes and murmured an apology. The other men drilled their gazes into me, daring me to punish him.


  But I was fond of Fulton also, in a distant sort of way, so I said, "Exactly so, private. From the Mippites' point of view, we have invaded their home – worse, we and our armies in the east have invaded their dukes' homes. Hence their eagerness to escort us back over the river."


  The men chuckled. Judging that they were now in a good enough mood to finish their work without delay, I said, "So let's make sure we're well entrenched. Hurry now to finish. And remember – we all get our opportunity to rise to higher ranks. Let's be as faithful to our officers as the Mippites are to theirs. Obedience to orders is the way to win this war."


  "A proper speech to give one's men," murmured a voice in my ear as my men turned their attention back to their work. "But is it the truth?"


  I looked over at Fairview. He was covered with dirt from inspecting the central, main trench. I glanced at the right flank's trench – my own trench, which was to the right of Fairview's main trench. My trench was no deeper than Fairview's – just a light scratching in the ground, shielded by a few rocks.


  "How many prayers do you know?" I replied.


  He laughed, wiping his hands clean on the cloth that his soldier-servant had just handed him. "By this time in life? A thousand prayers for safety in battle. How are matters going here?"


  "We're almost finished." I waved my hand toward where my men were industriously completing the right flank's trench, other than Doyle, who had returned from the bush to harangue the other enlisted men for following the orders of officers who didn't care about them. I glanced around, but Doyle's sergeant had walked over to the dressing station to check on arrangements there for the care of the wounded. I noticed, with a wince, that the General had ordered the dressing station placed to the north.


  Fairview noticed the wince and said in a low voice, "It may be all right. We may be imagining the worst."


  "Better that, than ignoring the possibility of the worst. —All right, Canton," I said to my own soldier-servant. "You can have your breakfast now. Just send word first to the General that we're nearly finished here. —Where is Tice?" I asked Fairview.


  Fairview pointed his thumb. "Gone to beg the General again to let him send out scouts."


  I looked toward the General's rock. Tice was talking animatedly; the General looked stone-faced.


  I sighed and turned away. "Everything's ready where you are?"


  "Everything's fine," replied Fairview; then, seeing my men nudge each other knowingly, he sighed too. "Come see," he suggested.


  I don't know how it is in other nations' armies. I've heard that the Mippites, all egalitarians at heart, would hardly blink if a private chewed out his colonel, or if a lesser-ranked colonel failed to address a higher-ranked colonel as "sir."


  Matters work differently in the armies of the Dozen Landsteads. True, we no longer have tens of thousands of different words for soldiers' ranks, each word invented especially for one man. I was no longer "Lieutenant-Colonel Richard Roman Rook, Ranked Just Below Lieutenant-Colonel Alexander Fairview." We'd given up such complex titles, because they confused foreigners.


  But within the Dozen Landsteads, such ranks still exist. When I first joined the Ninth Landstead's military forces after university, I was tattooed with a number that represented my rank in the Ninth Landstead's military: the thirteenth minute of the six hour of the first day of the seventh month of the sun-cycle of the year in which I joined. Fairview's tattoo showed that he was two minutes higher-ranked than I was. We had flipped a coin to decide which of us stood before the other in the recruitment queue.


  When the decision was made for a war alliance with the other landsteads, there had been a tedious process of cross-checking rank records with the other landsteads to determine that nobody held the exact same rank. Nobody did; the recruiting offices of the various landstead military forces deliberately stagger their schedules to prevent anyone from joining the military at the exact same moment that anyone else does. As a result, I was still ranked directly below Fairview; no other officer in the Allied Armies was ranked between us.


  Not that any of this had ever made any difference to Fairview and me. We made our decisions the way we always had: jointly. Sometimes, in the darkness of night, I had wondered what would happen if one of us was promoted in the field. But in the daytime, I had a bigger problem to worry about: Doyle.


  Thanks to Doyle's insinuations, everyone in our brigade joked that Fairview and I made our decisions jointly because we were love-mates. Thankfully, the General, unlike other officers we'd suffered under, had not objected to our companionable manner of working. These days, our problems arose from the reactions of our men. Disconcerted by our unconventional manner of sharing responsibilities, but unwilling, through their loyalty, to rebel in any overt form, Fairview's men and mine turned their bewilderment into satire. Everywhere Fairview and I went these days, there were winks and sniggers and stares. The only thing worse would have been if we had presented the men with actual proof that Fairview and I did more than share a tent in a chaste manner.


  I wondered sometimes – on those same dark nights – whether affairs might have gone differently between Fairview and me if we hadn't made the mistake of adopting Doyle as our pet troublemaker. Certainly our friendship had satisfied us to the full in the past. Any man who thinks that friendship is not true love has never possessed a true friend.


  But men spin in the cycle of transformation and rebirth. Nothing stays still; all changes. The scientists in the First Landstead are proving this to be true, with their talk of evolution.


  If Doyle had not been there, turning the love between Fairview and me into a source of filthy jokes, what evolutions might have occurred in our lives? Where would we be now, if we had been spared Doyle's presence?


  As I walked across the summit with Fairview, I turned my attention back to the trenches. Though the trenches were exceedingly shallow, Spearman had laid them out properly, with one long main trench and two shorter trenches jutting back diagonally from the main trench, like the wings of a barn swallow in flight.


  We'd had some discussions about those trenches. Tice was considerably senior to Fairview and me in army years, and so, by right of rank, Tice ought to have received the honor of holding the main trench. That was what the General had planned.


  But Tice had demurred when the time came to position our men, saying that the greater privilege lay in holding the left flank's trench to the northeast, since this was the direction from which an attack was most likely to come. Fairview and I were skeptical about Tice's motives. Now, as my officers paced up and down amongst the enlisted men, I tried to figure out how Tice's position would be an advantage to him, if he chose to betray us Ninth Landsteaders to the Mippites.


  But it was true enough that Fairview's men were better suited for the main trench. In conformity with last-minute orders from the General, Fairview had brought six companies of his battalion with him, while I had brought only two, and Tice was accompanied by a mere one hundred of his men. Tice's Mounted Infantry and my 2nd Ninth fit nicely into the shorter wings of entrenchment, while Fairview's men were able to spread out in the main trench.


  Not that there was much room for spreading; the men were as tightly packed in the trenches as sardines in a tin. I wondered uneasily where the General would put the reinforcements, should they be needed. As the dawn brought milk-white light to the mist, it had become clear that the Mippites had left behind very few of the stone shelters they favored for defensive purposes. As Spearman had said, the rocks on this hillside were mainly too heavy to move. There was scarcely a tree or bush here; the hill had evidently been cleared at the time it was made a quarry. Though the old quarry had disappeared, the vegetation had not returned. Perhaps this hill was kept as a sighting post in peacetime.


  What all this meant was that our ill-made trenches were practically the only thing protecting us from any Mippites who chose to attack us – that, and the height of the hill. We would at least be in the favorable position of looming over the enemy.


  As we reached the main trench, I bent down on one knee to inspect it. The stone breastwork that Spearman's sappers had built in front of the main trench – and in front of the right-flank and left-flank trenches – reached no more than a hand's span toward the sky.


  "We'll be on our bellies if anyone shoots at us," said Major Arundel, Tice's second-in-command, who had come over to see how the other two battalions were doing. "Still, these stones are solid enough. They should do their work in shielding us, since the Mippites will have to shoot at us from far down on the slope. We should be able to kill any attackers before they come near enough to harm us." He glanced over his shoulder. Tice had evidently given up on swaying the General; he had stepped away from the General's rock, disgust on his face. To my dismay, I saw that the General was sitting in his field-chair now, smoking a cigarette and reading a book of poetry.


  "I heard a rumor that his father forced him into the army," said Arundel, shaking his head. "He didn't want to be a soldier at all; he wanted to work for peace between Mip and the Dozen Landsteads, through the High Masters' diplomatic office."


  "Even so," said Fairview, "he knows how to shoot a gun. I've seen him."


  "Oh, yes, sir; he received military training in school," said Arundel. "But knowing how to fire a gun and being willing to do so – that's another matter."


  Too many of Fairview's men were listening in on us; it would not do for them to think we had no faith in our General. I said stiffly, "It's not the General's job to shoot guns. His job is to issue orders."


  "That's so, sir," said Arundel, saluting me in acknowledgment of my reprimand. "If you'll excuse me, Colonel Fairview, Colonel Rook – I should be getting back to my men."


  "Prayers," murmured Fairview as he knelt down beside me to look at the shallow trench. It went down barely a foot before the sappers had hit rock.


  "How many prayers do you know?" I tried to smile.


  "Oh, plenty." Fairview turned to accept a sip of water from Davey, who was holding Fairview's water bottle. "When we joined the navy . . . do you remember that day?"


  I nodded. "I was just remembering. We flipped to see who went first in line."


  Fairview laughed. "Did we? I'd forgotten that, after all these years. Well, the night before we joined, I went to my grandmama and asked her what advice she had for me. My grandpapa had been a soldier, and I thought she might have overheard him talking about military matters before he died."


  "Indeed?" I relaxed back onto my haunches. Around us, the enlisted men were tidying up after their breakfasts, while their officers checked to see that everyone's rifle was loaded, everyone's extra ammunition was at hand. In the dressing station, doctors and their assistants carried out final preparations. There was no sign yet of the stretcher-bearers and water-carriers, though I knew that Fairview had sent orders for their arrival, after he discovered that the General had neglected this task.


  Fairview nodded, pushing back his helmet. The morning sun was growing brighter; an occasional bird flew past us, chirping brightly. Otherwise, all I could hear was the equally bright chatter of our men. "She taught me as many battle prayers as she could recall, and then she said, 'Alec my boy, the most important thing to remember is to put your affairs in good order before you go into battle. It's no use worrying about your affairs, once battle has begun. You need to do beforehand everything that needs to be done. The Fates get awfully annoyed at you if you arrive in afterdeath and tell them you've forgotten to do something. It's like leaving a stove fire going when you depart the house."


  Fairview's messenger-lad put his hand over his mouth to smother his titter. I laughed outright. "And have you followed her advice?"


  Fairview gave a quirk of a smile. "I suppose not. I've always been poor at tending to needed tasks."


  "You're not the one who needs to make that confession." I frowned as I glanced back at the right flank. All seemed in order among my soldiers; the officers, good men, had noticed the brightening light and were urging the enlisted men into position in the trenches. It occurred to me, as I looked around, that Fairview's men were already in position, as were Tice's.


  It was true enough, that Fairview and I made decisions jointly. But I had always been a bit slower than him in thinking matters through. The result of this was that, time after time, Fairview had acted first, and I had followed in his wake. It was the only flaw in our otherwise flawless friendship.


  I looked over at Fairview again, and was surprised to see that he too was frowning. "Is something on your mind?" I asked. With one hand, I indicated the scene before us.


  "The fighting, you mean? No. We've done everything we can to prepare, given our orders. It's just . . . Well, this isn't the place to talk about it, I suppose. Big ears." He looked over at Davey, who had been leaning in to listen. The lad blushed and ducked his head. Fairview laughed and patted him on the shoulder.


  "Sir!" It was Branchwater, Fairview's second-in-command. "The mist is lifting!"


  Fairview and I rose to our feet. Everywhere, despite the orders to entrench, men were standing up, trying to peer through the pale veil that was lifting as we watched. Whiteness turned to green and brown; I saw spread before us the lower ground that led to Fort Frederick. It was dotted with soldiers, many of them clustered near a creek at the foot of Spy Hill. Some of the soldiers below were already climbing.


  My eyes rose further up. To the northeast I could see a magnificent range: the highest mountains I'd spied yet in Mip. And to our left, barely six hundred yards away, was the knoll to the north of Spy Hill. Light glimmered on rifle barrels there.


  "Sweet blood," whispered Fairview. It was a prayer.


  Then came a boom from Fairview Mountain, and the creek shook. Every man on the summit fell to his stomach.


  The Mippite gunners had found us.


  CHAPTER 6


  CAN BARELY HOLD MY OWN


  Heliograph dispatch to the Commander-in-Chief at 8:30 AM, from the officer commanding the Allied forces at Spy Hill:


  "Am exposed to terrible cross-fire; can barely hold my own; water badly needed. Help us.


  Pentheusson."


  ****


  "Fifteen hundred yards: rifle-fire, coming from Fairview Mountain," said Fairview, flat on his belly with his spy-glass to his eye. "Pom-poms, also from Fairview Mountain – about twenty-five hundred yards from us. The shell guns on Fairview Mountain are about two miles away. Directly north from the knoll: machine-rifles. And that eastern ledge that's just below the summit has several dozen Mippites shooting up at us."


  Fairview, the steamer pilot, had the best eyes of anyone I knew, and the best ears too. Even so, I said, "Below us? Are you sure?"


  I had to shout; we both did. All around us came the scream of shells and the scream of men being hit by shells and rifle-fire. Fairview didn't waste words; he handed the spy-glass to me and pointed to a rock further down the slope.


  I took the spy-glass reluctantly. The news was depressing enough as it was, for the Mippites' rifles could hit us easily from Fairview Mountain, while our rifles simply weren't accurate at that range. As for the Mippites' pom-poms, I longed to wring the necks of whichever penny-greedy bureaucrats had decided that the Landsteader armies didn't need the Vovimian-manufactured automatic cannons. The Mippites had promptly bought every pom-pom.


  Sighing, I looked through the spy-glass. For a moment I saw nothing. Then there was a flicker of motion, a discharge, a bullet whizzing past my ear.


  "Blast!" I handed the spy-glass back to Fairview. "They must be within a hundred yards of us." I looked around, but Canton wasn't in view; in any case, this called for a conference. "I'll tell the General," I informed Fairview and scrambled out of the trench before he should demand we flip a coin to decide who left.


  Not that the trenches made a bloody bit of difference, as far as I could tell. As Spearman had hinted to the General, shallow trenches are little better than no trenches at all. From the knoll to the north came the rattle of the Mippites' machine-rifles, and the result was like watching a lawn mowed; bullets landed in a strip down the trench to the north of me – not the one I had just left, thank goodness. I could hear Fairview shouting orders behind me.


  Closing my ears to the screams of the unfortunate men in Tice's left-flank trench, I scrambled forward on hands and knees, unwilling to rise high enough that I should become a handy target. I heard a scream above me – not from a man – and fell flat on my belly, hiding my face in my arms.


  There was an awful crash above me, and then, far more terrible, the sound of metal striking rocks, like a deadly rain. The screams were starting again. I waited tensely, but felt nothing more than a fiery line across the back of my hand.


  I raised my head finally. The first thing I saw was blood welling out of my hand, from where shrapnel had slashed it. Cursing, I rolled over and managed to pull out my handkerchief, then used my teeth and my good hand – my shooting hand – to wrap the handkerchief around the wounded hand.


  All around me was shrapnel, along with the shattered remains of the men who had experienced the explosion of a shell. Near me was the severed head of Canton. I turned my eyes away, struggled to regain control of my stomach, and then scrambled to my feet and ran. Trying to travel by hands and knees through a field filled with shell fragments is as good as suicide.


  As I'd predicted, I became the new, favorite target of the Mippites. By the time I reached the General, I'd lost my rations packet; it had been shot off my belt. I collapsed behind the rock where the General huddled, along with his soldier-servant and his wide-eyed messenger-lad, who was just finishing writing down a message for the signalmen. The lad looked at what lay between him and the signal station, gulped, and then scrambled out into the deathly field.


  The General took no notice of his messenger's departure. Sweat covered the General's face, which had gone pale. He was clutching his book of poetry and staring at the mangled remains of Tice, who lay nearby.


  "Sir," I said in a voice that trembled only slightly, "I have a report for you on the enemy positions." I rattled off the information that Fairview had given me.


  The General continued to stare at Tice's corpse.


  "Sir, if we ask the Commander-in-Chief to send word to our gunners, I believe they can put the machine-rifles on the knoll out of commission – our big guns are within range. . . . Sir?"


  The General raised his gaze finally. His eyes were wide, like that of a warhorse which smells blood for the first time. "Return to your men," he said.


  "But sir, about the knoll—"


  "I said, Return to your men!" He shrieked the words. His voice was nearly hidden by the booming of the Mippite guns.


  "Well?" said Fairview, pausing in the midst of giving half a dozen orders to his subordinate officers, who were gathered around him.


  I didn't bother to keep my voice low this time. "He wouldn't listen to a bloody word I said!"


  Fairview paused, not to consider what to say next, but because we both had to flatten ourselves at that moment as another rake of rifle-fire went by us. "Tice?"


  "Dead. Spearman is wounded; I saw him being carried off the hill by his men."


  "Well, then, it's just us left. —Stiles, inform Major Arundel of Colonel Tice's death and tell him that he's in charge now of the left flank. Branchwater, have your men close up that gap caused by the shell-deaths; if the Mippites on the hillside below us attack at bayonet range, the center is where they're most likely to charge. How much water do we have?"


  Fairview's cool enquiry brought me back to my senses. "Not enough. —Gillingham." I turned to my own second-in-command, who had followed me to the main trench. "Have the men save their water for the wounded. I don't know when we'll be getting our next supply. Also, they're to hold their fire unless they actually see something worth shooting at. Our ammunition won't last forever."


  "Here." Fairview had been scribbling in his notebook while I spoke; he tore off the page and handed it to Davey. "Give this to the signalmen. Have them send it to the Commander-in-Chief at once."


  Davey didn't so much as blink, good lad that he was. "Shall I say that our General handed this to me?"


  "Send it without a name; if anyone asks, the General is currently incapacitated. —For how long?" he asked in an undertone as Davey darted away.


  I shook my head wordlessly.


  "We need him in charge." Fairview glanced around as his officers scattered, returning to their companies. "I'll go this time."


  "We both will. I gave orders to my officers on my way back here. I've done everything I can for the moment."


  We found the General standing at the farthest end of the left flank's trench, staring down at the mangled, moaning men there.


  "Sir, get down!" urged Fairview. Like me, he had wriggled the final yards to the General on his belly; the rifle-fire had intensified, and the Mippites were showing what fine marksmen they were. One Mippite rifleman in particular – a field-cornet, I judged from what I had glimpsed of his ragged hat, which was rank-coded blue – seemed to bring down a man on our side every time he fired his rifle.


  The General ignored us. Again. "I've sent a message to the Commander-in-Chief, requesting water," he told one of the moaning soldiers, who was clutching what I recognized as our General's own water bottle. "You'll just have to wait, I'm afraid. —Here." He leaned over to offer his cigarette to the man.


  It was a ridiculous scene. The General should have been issuing orders, not handing out cigarettes to dying men. But in that moment, as I witnessed the man who had wanted a quiet diplomatic job step out of the safety of his rock in order to comfort a dying man, I felt the first stirrings of admiration toward Pentheusson.


  From the corner of my eye, I saw a blue cloth blur as the Mippite officer steadied his rifle. The rifle roared.


  CHAPTER 7


  OR ALL IS LOST


  Heliograph dispatch to the Commander-in-Chief at 9 AM, from the officer commanding the Allied forces at Spy Hill:


  "Reinforce at once or all is lost. General dead.


  Fairview."


  ****


  "He's not dead!" shouted the General's soldier-servant. "Sir, he's not dead!"


  "What?"


  I had to shout at the top of my lungs over the cacophony of noise on the summit. I had thought that, as a waterman, I was accustomed to loud sounds, having been caught in far too many storms on the Bay and at sea. But none of that compared to what I was experiencing now: the staccato shout of the machine-rifles, the screams of the shells, the whining of the shrapnel, the crack of rifle bullets rebounding off rocks—


  —the cries of dying men. Always that.


  Amidst all this, I thought I could hear faintly the shouts of Fairview, as he issued further orders. I had been in agony for the past couple of minutes, watching him dart his way across the battlefield. Now he crouched in the almost-as-deadly main trench.


  "The General isn't dead, sir!" the soldier-servant bellowed.


  I managed to tear my attention away from Fairview. He and I, with the help of the General's soldier-servant, had managed to drag the General's body back to the shelter of the rock. All of us had assumed that the General was dead; he had blood across his face. But now, as I made my way over to where the General's soldier-servant and newly returned messenger-lad knelt by his sides, I saw that the General was indeed alive. The bullet had landed in his shoulder, and the blood from the shoulder had spattered onto his face.


  He was moaning, trying to rock himself back and forth; the soldier-servant was hard-pressed to keep him lying still. I glanced at the wound; blood was still welling out of it. I knew a little first aid, but not enough to deal with a wound like this.


  I looked in an automatic manner toward the dressing station, which the General had located behind one of the few stone shelters that the Mippites had left behind. Then I looked again. The dressing station was gone. All that remained were fragments of bone and flesh and fabric. A shell had hit it.


  I looked, not very hopefully, toward the western slope of the hill; we were not expecting the stretcher-bearers to arrive for another hour. But there they were, peering over the crest of the summit.


  I saw the head stretcher-bearer among them, and I waved my hand energetically. He did not hesitate. He said something to his men; two of them trotted over the crest, holding a stretcher.


  And were immediately shot down. One minute, there were stretcher-bearers; the next minute, there were only corpses.


  The head stretcher-bearer was a man of grit. After a moment's hesitation, he gave new orders; a second pair of stretcher-bearers darted forward to take up the burden.


  They made it halfway to the General's rock before a shell hit them.


  In despair, I looked down at the General. His eyes were open but were wide with pain; I didn't think he could see me. Blood continued to seep out of his wound. His soldier-servant and messenger-lad were dabbing at it in an ineffectual manner which suggested that they had no more experience at first aid than I did.


  And then – lo, the courage of men! – help arrived, in the form of the head stretcher-bearer and one of his men. I had not even thought to look for assistance from that quarter again, but the two men had braved the crossfire to reach the General. The head stretcher-bearer knelt down; without awaiting instructions, he pulled out a roll of cloth and began bandaging the General's shoulder.


  I watched, fascinated. I could not believe that Healer Mahone had entrusted the colonials with medical supplies; the stretcher-bearers' job was simply to take the wounded to the field hospital, after the dressing station on the hill had done its work. But it seemed that the stretcher-bearers were better prepared than any of the rest of us for this crisis.


  "Good man!" I cried, so much overcome by gratitude that I thumped the head stretcher-bearer on his back. "You're a credit to your empire!"


  The head stretcher-bearer gave me an opaque look and then returned to his work. It occurred to me that, even supposing he understood the tongue that the Dozen Landsteads and Yclau share, he might be somewhat less than enthusiastic at the idea of being praised for his participation in an empire that had colonized his land through force. Indeed, he might even sympathize with the Mippites in this conflict.


  If so, he did not allow his political views to muddle his work. When the bandages were in place, he and his fellow colonial lifted the General onto the stretcher. They did so gently, but the pain of movement cut through the General's grogginess. He half sat up and looked around, his eyes blinking.


  I knelt next to him. "Sir, you've been wounded," I informed him. "Don't worry; the stretcher-bearers are here. They'll take you to the field hospital."


  "No," he said hoarsely. "No! I must stay here! My men need me!"


  His messenger-lad stared open-mouthed. His soldier-servant, after a moment of shock, took on an expression of quiet pride.


  For the second time, I was filled with admiration for the General. But the practical part of my mind was running along different lines.


  "Yes, sir," I said, pushing him carefully down onto the stretcher. "Just as soon as the dressing station has tended your wound. We've moved the dressing station onto the western slope, because the crossfire here is too hot. Wait for the doctor to tend you; then you can return to your duties."


  For once, the General did not protest sensible advice. He closed his eyes, muttering something about his duty to his men.


  His soldier-servant, who had been in consultation with the head stretcher-bearer, now shouted in my ear – for whispers were impossible to hear under these circumstances – "Sir, the stretcher-bearers think it would be best to wait until new doctors arrive and examine him before moving him far. They suggest that they wait on the slope for the arrival of the rest of the medical corps that is supposed to help on the summit."


  "Very well!" I shouted back. "You go with him. Whatever happens, make sure he doesn't return to the summit."


  The soldier-servant gave me a long look, which suggested that he understood all the reasons why I was eager to remove the General from the summit. But he replied, "Yes, sir. The General has said himself, in the past, that a wounded man is a burden on the battlefield. I'll see that he gets the care he needs." He glanced at the bitter battlefield, took a deep breath, and then turned to give instructions for departure to the stretcher-bearers.


  Feeling something warm at my side, I looked down to see the General's messenger-lad kneeling next to me. "Shall I stay with you, sir?"


  "I'm leaving the safety of this rock in a minute," I warned him.


  "Yes, sir, I know. But you don't have a messenger here, and your soldier-servant is dead." He looked up at me earnestly. His face was green with fear.


  I had the sudden feeling of being surrounded by men and lads who all possessed more courage than I did. Well, the least I could do was to ensure that no more of them died than needed to. I straightened the lad's helmet, saying, "No, the General may have need of you. Don't worry; I'm capable of carrying my own messages." I gave him a smile and pushed him in the direction of the General.


  The soldier-servant beckoned him over, and then positioned him so that the lad would be mainly shielded by the soldier-servant's own body from the murderous crossfire from the north and east. The soldier-servant awaited my nod; then he gave a sharp order to the stretcher-bearers, and all of them began their journey past the gates of afterdeath.


  The Fates were evidently watching over them that day; they made it safely to the edge of the summit and disappeared over the crest. The other stretcher-bearers remained at the crest, but none ventured onto the field. I didn't blame them. I wished I could stay behind the General's rock.


  But Fairview needed me.


  Looking back on it, I can see how odd it was that I didn't think, My men need me. But that was how it had always been: my thoughts centered on Fairview's welfare. Oh, I knew, in a distant sort of way, that being an officer conferred certain duties upon me. I did my best to fulfill those duties, and I must have been successful to a certain extent, for my men liked me. But my thoughts were never really on them, except in a tangential way. That was part of the reason I found Doyle so irritating: he occupied much more of my time than I wished to devote to any of my men.


  And Fairview's perspective on this matter? I never knew. It was something we never talked about. Indeed, I didn't really understand what sort of soldier he was, until that day on Spy Hill.


  But I am getting ahead of myself. There I was, standing behind the General's rock, where I didn't belong. And there was Fairview, out in the main trench . . . where he didn't belong. Somehow, I had to reach him.


  Try to understand, if you can, what lay between us. Not simply bullets, shrapnel, shells – all the ways in which modern man has learned to tear apart a living body. What lay between us was bodies. Bodies of men I had known and fought alongside, not only in the army, but in some cases in the navy as well. Bodies ripped apart and shredded across the field. To reach Fairview, I would have to pass the mangled remains of Canton. It is one thing to see momentarily the sundered body of a young man who has tended you day and night for months. It is quite another thing to deliberately crawl past his corpse, thinking all the time of how he died as a result of an errand you sent him upon.


  These are the times that test men's faith. Did I, or did I not, believe that men pass through death into a better life? Well, I did and I didn't. And as it happened, I was closer to the truth than I knew.


  At any rate, I journeyed safely to Fairview. He was no longer surrounded by officers; his officers, and mine, and Major Arundel's, were all busy trying to keep the ragged remnants of our brigade from disintegrating. As of yet, we had made no push against the Mippites, but I knew that would come soon.


  I dropped into the trench just as young Davey, white-faced, hurtled out of the trench and struggled his way toward the signalmen, who had set up their heliograph in the pre-dawn hours and were now tending the flame, wiping down the mirror that reflected the flame, checking the colored transparencies that would be used to send the color-coded messages. They were intent on their duties, paying no attention to the bullets whistling past them. Once more, I was filled with the awareness of being surrounded by soldiers who were greater than myself.


  "I was beginning to worry that you weren't coming," said Fairview, keeping his voice light.


  "I apologize for the delay. It turns out that the General is alive." I gave Fairview the rest of the news.


  "Blast." Fairview ran a hand over his forehead. "I just sent a message to the Commander-in-Chief, requesting reinforcements and informing him that his son-in-law was dead."


  I looked over at the signalmen. One of them was sending the message. I knew the color code by heart, of course, and I surmised that the signalmen weren't quite so fearless as they appeared. The message being sent sounded as though it had been reworded by an unnerved signalman; "All is lost" were not words in Fairview's vocabulary, even as a looming possibility.


  "You could send another message," I suggested, and then fell flat on my stomach, shielding my head. The signal station was quite close, and the glass shards from the broken mirror were spraying everywhere.


  "Perhaps not for a while," Fairview replied dryly as he and I and the other men around us picked ourselves up. "Stiles, go see how many of the signalmen were wounded or killed by that shell. Davey appears unhurt, but make sure he gets back here safely."


  "Yes, sir," responded Fairview's soldier-servant, and promptly darted off. Fairview's gaze followed him longer than it needed to. It struck me that Fairview must be aware that there was no one left to countermand his orders, should he make a foolish one.


  His eyes met mine. I was silent. We seemed held in a space of time that lasted an eternity.


  Or perhaps it only seemed that way because of what followed.


  CHAPTER 8


  STREAMS OF WOUNDED


  Account by a Landsteader war correspondent, of his climb up Spy Hill during the battle:


  "Streams of wounded obstructed the path. Men were staggering along alone, or supported by comrades, or crawling on hands and knees, or carried on stretchers. Corpses lay here and there. The splinters and fragments of the shell had torn and mutilated. I passed about two hundred while I was climbing up.


  There was, moreover, a small but steady leakage of unwounded men. Some of these cursed and swore. Others were utterly exhausted and fell on the hillside in stupor. Others again seemed drunk, though they had had no liquor. Scores were sleeping heavily. Fighting was still proceeding, and stray bullets struck all over the ground, while the shell guns scourged the flanks of the hill and the sheltering infantry at regular intervals of a minute.


  One thing was clear – unless good and efficient cover could be made, and unless guns could be dragged to the summit of the hill to match the Mippite artillery, the infantry could not, perhaps would not, endure. The human machine will not stand certain strains for long."


  ****


  "We can't reach the Mippite sharpshooters on the ledge! Our trenches are too far from the eastern crest – most of the sharpshooters are hidden from our view!"


  "I know. Send some of your men forward to dig a new trench."


  Machine-rifle fire sweeping the entire hill, enfilading the trenches, clearing the crest of living men. Sharpshooters killing whatever Landsteaders remained on the crest who weren't killed by the machine-rifle fire.


  "I lost every man I sent."


  "I'm sorry. I'll send the main trench to attack the sharpshooters."


  "You'll send—? Blast it, no, Fairview! Don't lead the attack yourself!"


  Attack. Clash. Struggle. Shouts. Blood. Retreat.


  "Well, that didn't work."


  "Blast it, Fairview, we've already lost one general! We can't afford to lose you too!"


  "I'm short of officers."


  Silence.


  "Yes, half of mine are dead too."


  "Keep yourself safe, Rook."


  "Do I have a choice?"


  Shrapnel, sending a shower of bullets onto the entire hill. Pom-pom shells screaming onto the survivors.


  "We need water – the wounded are parched!"


  "The water-bearers can't reach us; nor the stretcher-bearers."


  "The trenches are beginning to overflow with the dead. And in this heat—"


  "Putrefaction. I know. We'll just have to wait for a let-up in the crossfire."


  "Wait for a miracle, you mean?"


  Screams from the shells. Screams from the men. Hard sobbing. Moans. Prayers. Yipping. Yipping?


  "Doyle, how the bloody blades did that spaniel get here?"


  "She followed me up the hill, Colonel, honest. No need to get testy. . . ."


  Rotting bodies. Sweat. The stink from a young soldier who could not control his bladder. Fresh blood.


  "Where the fuck are the reinforcements?"


  "Watch your language around the men, Rook."


  "Sorry, sorry. But where are they? You asked the Commander-in-Chief for more men two hours ago. And why doesn't he do anything else to help us? He could attack their guns—"


  "His artillery has been trying to reach their artillery all morning; their shells have passed over us. Evidently the Commander-in-Chief's artillerymen can't see the Mippite guns. Remember, our hill is in the way."


  "Well, then, the Commander-in-Chief could create a diversion. Bloody blades, man, he has twenty thousand soldiers under his command. Why doesn't he do something?"


  "He may not have received my message yet. You know what army communications are like."


  "Have you received any messages back from him?"


  "I'm not sure. I haven't had time to check with the signalmen— Oh, sweet blood, not again."


  Attack from the sharpshooters. Try to push the Mippites back. They creep forward, taking five yards, ten yards, forty yards, sixty . . . They're within twenty yards now of our trenches.


  "I don't care if you want to be with your men! You're a general, Fairview! We need you behind the General's rock . . . sir."


  Silence.


  "Will you keep your head down, Rook?"


  "Believe me, Fairview, the only way I could keep my head any lower would be to burrow into the rock. Where are those bloody reinforcements?"


  CHAPTER 9


  THIS TERRIBLE DAY


  Account by the field-cornet of the Mippite forces at Spy Hill:


  "Spy Hill, although steep, is not very high on the eastern slope where we went up, and it did not take us long to reach the top. Here we found that our advance had got no farther than the fringe of loose rocks that runs like a girdle around the upper tableland. For the rest of the flat stretch beyond was still wholly in the hands of the Landsteaders, who lay in a shallow trench behind a long low wall of stone about twenty yards away. From here came a vicious rifle-fire that made further progress impossible.


  I met my brother coming down and gave him a hurried handshake, then went forward to the firing-line a few yards further on. We were sustaining heavy casualties from the Landsteader soldiers immediately in front of us, and the men grew restive under the galling point-blank fire, a thing not to be wondered at, for the moral effect of rifle volleys at twenty yards must be experienced to be appreciated. The Landsteader troops lay so near that one could have tossed a biscuit among them, and whilst the losses which they were causing us were only too evident, we on our side did not know that we were inflicting even greater damage upon them. Our own casualties lay hideously among us, but theirs were screened from view behind the breastwork, so the comfort of knowing that we were giving worse than we received was denied us.


  The sun became hotter and hotter, and we had neither food nor water. Around us lay scores of dead and wounded men. As the hours dragged on a trickle of men slipped down the hill, and this gradual wastage so depleted our strength that long before nightfall we were holding the blood-splattered ledge with a mere handful of rifles. I wanted to go too, but the thought of Demas and my other men saved me from deserting. No further attempt was made to press forward, and for the rest of this terrible day both sides stubbornly held their ground, and, although the battle remained stationary, the heavy close-range rifle-fire continued hour after hour, and the tale of losses mounted while we lay in the blazing heat."


  ****


  Bullets are not a soldier's worst enemy. Not bullets, nor the deadly thunderstorm of shrapnel, nor shells that smash a man's innards to pulp, nor machine-rifle fire that spears him in a dozen places.


  No, ask any soldier, and he'll tell you: far worse than weapon-fire is the fire of thirst.


  The mist had long since dissipated. The hill was hot, the grass so dry that it might never have been watered. It cut us as we scrambled across it. The summer sun licked us with its fiery lash. My mouth was a desert. I licked my dry lips with my dry tongue as sweat poured off my forehead. I resisted the temptation to lick the sweat. I was a waterman; I knew better than to try to quench my thirst with salt-water.


  All around me, as I wriggled my way across the ground, came the panting of men who were dry, who were hot, who were on the edge of passing out. None of us had eaten any food since dawn; we had been given no such leisure. And what water we had was going to the wounded, who lay beside us in the trenches, crying piteously or suffering in dreadful silence.


  "We can't go on like this," I told Fairview, when I had finally squirmed my way to the safety of the General's rock. "We must have more water. A dozen of my men have heat-stroke – and we have no time to tend them."


  As I spoke, the sharp tat-tat-tat of the machine-rifles on the knoll began again. There were cries from the northeastern trench as the bullets ripped their way through the left flank. The northeastern trench, as Tice had promised, was enduring the worst of the casualties, but none of us were immune from the shells and shrapnel that were falling at us from the sky, nor from the carefully aimed bullets of the Mippite sharpshooters on the ledge.


  Fairview nodded. He looked weary beyond words. Three times he'd led attacks against the sharpshooters on the ledge, trying to drive them from the hill. Major Arundel, grimly holding together the scattered ruins of Tice's mounted infantry, had led two additional attacks. The faithfulness of him and his men made me ashamed of the suspicions that Fairview and I had held toward the Eighth Landstead's soldiers.


  But all of our work would be for nothing if our men passed out from lack of water.


  "The colonials are doing their best," replied Fairview, waving his hand toward the western edge of the summit, where several of the colonials crouched, waiting for a brief pause in the explosion of shells and bullets that continued on the summit. "But they're dying as quickly as our men are, whenever they try to deliver water to us or bring stretchers."


  "I know." I looked back at the battlefield. It was littered with dead men, dying men, and men who might be saved, if they could reach the hospital in time. The doctors at the field hospital – brave men, all of them – had sent up men to start a new dressing station. The Mippites had shelled that. Another doctor and his attendants had been sent; a third dressing station had been destroyed. Either the Mippites were unwilling to observe the common courtesies of warfare and spare the lives of medical men, or else – more likely – they simply couldn't distinguish between soldier and doctor from the distance of two miles at which they were shooting their shell guns.


  May the man who invented modern warfare be cursed. Battle was better in the old days, when you had to come within boarding distance of the boat you were shooting at, because the guns wouldn't shoot any further.


  I covered my handkerchief with sweat as I mopped at my throat; I'd long since removed my collar. A wind was beginning to blow from the south, but it barely seemed to make a difference. "What shall we do? It's hot as a Vovimian hell on this hill."


  "Reinforcements are coming." Fairview showed me the note from the Commander-in-Chief, scribbled in the hand of one of our signalmen, who was valiantly and fruitlessly trying to stand up long enough to send flag dispatches off the hill. Three signalmen had already died that way.


  "'I am sending two battalions, and the Fifth Light Infantry—' There's no mention here of water or ammunition or big guns." I scrutinized the Commander-in-Chief's bluntly worded message.


  "No. I don't know whether any of my messages have reached the Commander-in-Chief. I've received no word from him, other than this and a message that I'm in charge here. Rook, do you think—?"


  The scream of a shell obscured the remainder of Fairview's words. The shell passed inches from the General's rock and exploded several yards south of the right flank's trench. One of my soldiers, who had been raising his rifle up in an attempt to fire at the Mippite sharpshooters on the ledge, stared with a stupefied expression at where his rifle had been a moment before. His hand was gone as well. His eyes turned up in his face, and he fell backwards into the trench.


  I cursed and looked over at the stretcher-bearers. There might still be time to save Fulton; in such cases, sometimes the heat of the shell cauterizes the wound. But shrapnel was falling now on the field; the leader of the stretcher-bearers was holding back his men.


  I looked back at the right flank's trench. So shallow was it that I could see some of my men scrambling through the trench, trying to reach Fulton. They were blocked, not only by the dead and wounded men who had not yet been removed from the trench, but by soldiers who had fallen asleep from sheer exhaustion.


  Another shell landed near the right flank's trench, closer than the first; I heard cries as shell fragments shattered down onto the far end of the trench. The soldiers who had been trying to reach Fulton shrank back, then fell to their bellies as the remorseless machine-rifles turned their attention to that trench.


  At first it all seemed like a horrible coincidence, this outpouring of attention toward my flank by the Mippites. Then I saw something twinkle in the trench, like a star in a dark sky. Cursing, I hunched over and began to half-run, half-crawl toward the trench, like a fiddler crab seeking the shelter of mud.


  The rifle-fire was coming so thick now that I had to halt behind a boulder several yards from my trench. "Lexington!" I shouted. "Cover your water bottle! It's reflecting the sun – the Mippites are shooting at it!"


  Lexington stared at me, his eyes blinking. He had evidently just woken from deep sleep, because he made no move toward the water bottle.


  "Curse you, Lexington—!" Abruptly, I stopped speaking. Shifting slightly behind the boulder, I had seen what was missing from my sight before: Lexington's back. The cloth on it was singed black.


  There was no sign of a wound, but Lexington still was not moving, though ordinarily he was quick to obey orders. I had been in enough battles to know what this must mean: the shell that had amputated Fulton's hand had also touched Lexington's spine as he crouched in the shallow trench. He was paralyzed.


  I looked over at the stretcher-bearers. They were in consultation with Healer Mahone, who had made his way up to the edge of the summit. He was shaking his head, pointing at the knoll, from which machine-rifle fire continued to chatter. Even my battle-hardened soldiers were being held back by the rifle-fire, unable to reach Fulton, Lexington, or any of the other shell-wounded men there.


  I raised my body slightly, risking a bullet in the head, and at that moment saw something which made me forget Fulton, Lexington, and every other man on the field.


  Fire.


  The latest shell to explode had not merely singed the grass – it had set it afire. This was hardly out of the ordinary; we'd fought shell-fires in previous battles. But on a day like this, so hot and so dry, with no water on hand with which to douse the fire . . .


  I felt a hand grip my shoulder; turning my head, I saw that Fairview had made his way out from the safety of the General's rock to inspect the mounting danger. "Drive it toward your trench," he said succinctly. "The wind is from the south, and your breastwork is high enough that the fire will die in the trench. I'll have Arundel create a diversion."


  The next few minutes were worse than being on a raft when the nor'west blow hits the Bay. I remember a confusion of shouts and movement. One moment, I was ordering my men out of the trench, the next moment I was faced by Doyle, his arms filled with the frightened, struggling spaniel; Doyle had chosen this moment to come to me with some complaint or another about something he was being forced to leave behind in the trench. I remember shrieking at him that I'd shoot him and any other soldier who failed to fight the fire.


  My other soldiers, who looked uneasy at the idea of abandoning the relative safety of the trench, obeyed with sluggish movements. Several of them tried to argue with me. I had to point my rifle at them to force them to follow my orders.


  Nearby, the half-dead remnants of Tice's battalion charged the sharpshooters, drawing off their rifle-fire. The battle surged onto the summit, with the pleasant result that the Mippite gunners lifted their shelling of us, evidently afraid of hitting their own soldiers. The machine-rifle fire continued sporadically; many more of Tice's men fell, and the soldiers in the main trench were forced to join the fight in order to reinforce the line. I saw Fairview leading them, drawn away, yet again, from the General's rock.


  Finally, by whacking the fire at its edges with our uniform jackets and with the blankets that some of the brave stretcher-bearers brought us, we managed to drive the fire back to the right flank's trench. I took a quick look around at my men; they looked anxious and sullen. No doubt they were thinking of the dead men they had left behind in the trenches. Well, fire was the new-fashioned way of sending the dead into afterdeath, and at least the air would be clear of the growing smell of rotting corpses. I was just letting out my breath with relief at our victory over the fire when I saw a flicker of light in the trench, at the point where the fire was about to touch. The light was a reflection on a water bottle.


  It was at that point, with horror, that I realized what Doyle and my other men had been trying to tell me.


  "How could I have forgotten?" I raged many minutes later. "How could I have forgotten that the wounded still lay in my trench?"


  I had to shout to be heard. Amidst the renewed screams of the shells – for Fairview's attack had been beaten back by the Mippite sharpshooters – came the far more horrible screams from the wounded men who had not escaped the fire.


  Thanks to the quickness of my men, only a few of the wounded had been immolated. Upon seeing from the look on my face that I now understood the situation, my men hadn't bothered to waste time asking whether my orders were countermanded; they had simply run to the fire-touched trench and had begun dragging out every wounded man they could reach. A few of the wounded, watching the fire approach, had managed to crawl out on their own. Only four of the wounded had been so far away from the rest of the soldiers that the fire had engulfed them. One was Fulton, who had died without ever waking from the shock of his shell wound. Two other wounded men were lightly burned, as were the soldiers who had rescued them; they were all being cared for now in an impromptu dressing station that had been set up next to the right flank's trench. In the past minute, we had already lost one doctor's assistant and two stretcher-bearers to shrapnel, but the sharpshooters and machine-riflemen, in their first mercy of the day, were directing their shooting away from the dressing station.


  Healer Mahone was busy, not examining his patient, but shouting at two stretcher-bearers, who stood obstinately motionless, refusing to lift the patient onto their stretcher. Leaving Fairview behind the General's rock – he was nursing a sprained ankle he had gained by tripping over a rock during the latest attack – I reached Healer Mahone and his stretcher-bearers.


  Healer Mahone turned to me, full of fury. "These natives," he said, pointing at the dark-skinned stretcher-bearers, "refuse to do their duty and take this man down to the field hospital."


  I looked down at what remained of Lexington. He had been given morphine, and so his screams had subsided, but he was still whimpering. His face had been spared; the rest of him was little more than flesh flayed by fire. It was hard to believe that he was still alive.


  The doctor's assistants were working feverishly to cover Lexington's fire-scarred skin with bandages. It was like trying to put clothes on a raw oyster. I looked over at the head stretcher-bearer, who was standing nearby.


  He shrugged, saying to me with perfect grammar, "He will not survive the trip down the hill, nor the trip to the field hospital. And if he does, what then? The field hospital cannot care for such injuries. He will have to travel miles by wagon, and then miles by train, and if he should survive all that pain, what life awaits him? His skin is gone. His arms and legs do not obey his commands. . . . Sir, in my land, when such things happen to my own people, we care tenderly for the family member who is afflicted, for as long as he wishes to remain alive. Will this man's family do so?"


  He left his words hanging as a genuine question. I looked down at Lexington – orphan Lexington, whose only friends were here, on this summit. None of us who survived would be able to accompany him on that long trip. He would undergo the pain of the journey by himself, and if he survived the trip to Yclau, he would be left alone, to spend the rest of his days in a foreign hospital.


  Perplexed, I looked over at the General's rock. Seeing my wordless plea for help, Fairview limped his way over, ignoring the bullets that blew past his face.


  As he crouched down beside me, I appraised him of the situation in a low voice. Beside us, Lexington was beginning to plead for water, but we had used the last of it on the other wounded men. Nearby, Doyle watched, biting his lip and wiping away tears. The white spaniel shivered at his feet.


  Fairview asked only one question: "Can he understand me?"


  I looked over at Healer Mahone. The doctor shrugged his hands. "He is surprisingly alert – the pain is so sharp that it is cutting through the morphine. I would say, Yes, he will understand you."


  Fairview nodded. "Give us space, then, if you please."


  All of us withdrew. There was a momentary lull in the shelling and gunfire; I caught a word or two of the conversation that followed between Fairview and Lexington. "Don't have no girl," gasped Lexington at one point, clearly fighting back screams. And then, later: "Thank you, sir."


  Fairview nodded. Reaching down to his belt, he pulled out his own water bottle. Cradling Lexington's head in his arm, he raised it high enough to allow Lexington to swallow the water. Healer Mahone, grumbling something about possible abdominal wounds, tried to step forward, but I held him back. I could guess what would come next.


  Lexington gave a great sigh and closed his eyes. Fairview waited a moment to be sure they would stay closed. Then he laid Lexington carefully down and placed his hand gently over Lexington's eyes. With his free hand, he drew his bayonet blade.


  The stretcher-bearers turned their gazes away.


  It was not until Fairview and I had reached the General's rock again – dodging bullets all the way – that Fairview spoke. "It wasn't your fault, Rook," he said. "I was the commanding officer on this hill; it was my responsibility to give the order that your trench be cleared of the wounded."


  "Fairview—" Further words stuck in my throat as I watched Fairview crouch down on the grass to clean the blood off his bayonet. Finally I said, "Lexington wasn't your responsibility. I should have been the one who did what you did."


  Standing and sheathing his bayonet in its scabbard, Fairview looked over his shoulder at where the stretcher-bearers were carefully lifting one of the other wounded men onto a stretcher. Lexington lay where they had left him, as still as the other corpses in the trench, blood still oozing out from the wound in his heart. "I hope that the Fates will forgive me," said Fairview softly. "I've heard that they dislike it when men usurp their role."


  "Sweet blood, man, don't talk that way. It's not your fault—"


  And then I stopped. I stopped, not because of the look Fairview was giving me, but because I was remembering, as he remembered, all the times he and I had said with bitterness: "An officer is responsible for the actions of his men."


  Fairview scratched at where a stray bullet had sent a line of blood across his shoulder, ripping his shirt as it went. "Do you recall how often I talked about how we might have the good luck to be promoted in the field?"


  I made no reply. Fairview's gaze went beyond me: to the men who had died, the men who were dying, and the men who were waiting for their own turn to come. He said quietly, "I'm beginning to understand why the General always had worry wrinkles on his forehead."


  Then he said nothing more, for the shells were beginning to fall fast and thick, and so we both had our duties.


  CHAPTER 10


  THE BULLETS WAS LIKE RAIN


  Diary entry by Private Jones of the Fifth Light Infantry:


  "24th July ordered to move again as fast as possible in single rank and a large interval between each man and for the first time we thought we were in for a rough time of it, and we was.


  We ascended Spy Hill, and it was a most difficult job to climb, it being so steep; and also allowing the wounded to be carried down. General Pentheusson I passed going up. He was being carried down on a stretcher, and those who could speak of the wounded was saying its worse than a Slaughter House up there; that did not improve our feelings, but of course we had to go.


  I saw several Colonials loaded with water, lose their footing and fell to the bottom, when near the top we were greeted by a shower of bullets and a lot of our men fell at once.


  It was a tremendous fire meet us here, and dead and wounded and dying was awful and the groaning was sickening, I was lying on the ground firing with the remainder on the extreme left of the firing line, and Sergeant Smitt was talking and telling me where to fire; he was hit through the nose, he was my right hand man, and directly after this a young fellow was shot on my left.


  Soon after this I was ordered to go to the Main Trench with a message, as it was not safe to lift your head up off the ground I did not like the job, but I had to do it and there was little time for thinking, so I said a prayer to myself and off I went, and the bullets was like rain round me."


  ****


  I reached the main trench. The crossfire had died down somewhat, so Fairview had emerged from the safety of the General's rock in order to inspect the installation of sandbags at the breastwork of the left flank's trench. There were only enough sandbags to cover three yards of the trench.


  "Are more supplies coming?" were Fairview's first words to me.


  I shook my head as I wearily flopped my belly onto the ground of the shallow trench. "Reinforcements are within sight, though."


  Fairview sighed. "I wonder whether they'll help or hurt."


  I knew what he meant. The more men who were crammed onto the hillside, the easier it would be for the Mippite sharpshooters to pick them off. There was no room for any more men in the trenches, which remained crammed with the dead and the dying; the stretcher-bearers still hardly dared venture onto the summit, so intense was the crossfire.


  What we needed most wasn't more men.


  "Guns?" said Fairview, not very hopefully.


  "When I left, the General was debating with Spearman as to whether the big guns could even be brought up such a steep path."


  "They're both still alive, then?" Fairview reached for his spy-glass and checked, for the dozenth time, to be sure that the Mippites on the ledge hadn't moved forward again. "Is the General returning to the summit?"


  "He wanted to."


  Fairview looked over at me and raised an eyebrow. His beard was matted with sweat and dirt, and his cheek was caked with blood – whether his or someone else's, I wasn't sure. Yet he managed, with that elegant arch of the brow, to remain Fairview, Fair of View.


  "I convinced him that he could do more good by remaining at the foot of the hill and directing supplies our way."


  Fairview was silent a moment before replying, "Sending him up here would be a death sentence, with that wound of his."


  "It would," I agreed. I didn't voice the thought on both our minds, that death was likely to come to all of us anyway. But if we had to die, let us at least do so under the command of a man of Fairview's caliber, rather than from throwing our lives away under General Pentheusson.


  "Did he protest?" Fairview asked, glancing over at the men in Tice's battalion. They all looked weary unto death. Major Arundel had been shot dead around the time I left the summit to check whether any of our pleas for water were reaching the engineers at the western foot of the hill. From what I could see, all of the remaining officers in the mounted infantry had been killed while I was gone.


  "No. I suspect he was relieved. . . . I don't think he's a coward," I added softly as Fairview arched his eyebrow again. "Just sickened by the conflict."


  Fairview gave a short laugh. "And he thinks the rest of us are enjoying this?" He waved toward the remainder of the field, littered with fragments of bodies. "Well, it's for the best, I suppose. How many hours left?"


  I checked my pocket-watch, a gift from Fairview on my previous birthday; it had somehow survived the conflict so far. "It's just past one; we've six hours to go. Do you think we'll make it till nightfall?"


  "We must." Fairview turned his attention back to the ledge. "If we had better shelter— Hey!"


  At the sound of his sharp alert, I rose onto my knees. Nearby, a cluster of Tice's soldiers – dazed, leaderless, no doubt half mad from the incessant shelling – had raised their hands and were starting downhill, toward the ledge. One of the men was waving a white handkerchief. There was a stirring below; then the Mippites began to emerge from the rocks, rifles in hand.


  "Stop!" ordered Fairview to Tice's men, all fury and fire as he stood up. Then he turned to the approaching Mippites and shouted, "You may go to afterdeath! I command on this hill and allow no surrender – go on with your firing!"


  They took him at his word; without stepping back an inch, they raised their rifles and began to shoot. All of us nearby retreated from the left flank's trench; the rifle-fire from the Mippites – barely twelve yards away now – was too intense to endure.


  I fell back to my own men, who were watching the scene with concern. From the right flank's trench, I could see Fairview in the shelter of the General's rock, roundly scolding the score of men who had tried to surrender. They all looked ashamed of themselves.


  I caught sight of movement out of the corner of my eye and turned to look toward the crest above the western slope. The movement came from a major, staring amazed at the carnage, while his men cringed or fell dead from the continued crossfire. The Fifth Light Infantry – I recognized their insignia.


  I managed to catch the major's eye and wave him in the direction of Fairview. He nodded and trotted forward. There was a hurried discussion between the two officers; then the major shouted orders to his men. A moment later, the soldiers from the left-flank trench who had tried to surrender gave a great roar and charged forward, led by Fairview, still limping. The Fifth followed behind them. Within minutes, the Mippites had fallen back to within five yards of their ledge, successfully dislodged from the ground they had tried to gain.


  I quickly ascertained that all was well with my men while Fairview sent the Fifth over to support the nearly nonexistent Eighth in the left flank. Then I crawled over to where Fairview crouched in the main trench, a triumphant smile on his face. "Not enjoying this?" I said lightly.


  He gave a slight laugh as he took the water bottle I handed him. A cloud had brought a momentary mist down upon us, but the hill was still as hot as a cooking pan. "It's the first victory we've had all day. It's worth enjoying."


  Because we'll have no other. Those were his unspoken words. We both sobered. Even with the reinforcements, it seemed unlikely that we would gain any ground. Yet the one order that the Commander-in-Chief had sent to Fairview had been clear. Fairview's stance on such matters had just been made equally clear.


  "Dick," Fairview said hesitantly.


  "Yes, Alec?" I looked at him with curiosity; we rarely addressed each other by our given names.


  "Can you keep a secret?"


  I looked around. The men jammed up on either side of Fairview and me seemed little more than dead. Fairview's messenger-lad and soldier-servant were talking to each other, and my own men were back in the right flank's trench, hidden in the momentary mist. Nobody appeared to be listening to Fairview and me. "I suppose so. Why? Do you have a secret love-mate?"


  He gave a breathless laugh. "I guess you could say that. I haven't been sure— Well, I lacked the courage, I suppose—"


  It was at this moment that Doyle plopped down beside us. Of course.


  "Me and the fellows," he said in an accusing voice, "me and the fellows want to talk to you about this."


  "Yes?" I said as patiently as I could, while Fairview buried his face in his hands.


  Doyle held up a ration biscuit and shook it in my face. "It ain't natural, and it ain't just, to make working soldiers eat stuff like this. The sailormen in our navy, they get much better rations. Oysters and the like. While us, we do digging that's near to break your back—"


  "Doyle," I said through gritted teeth, "will – you – go – away!"


  There was a pause, punctuated only by the soft whistle of wind as it sent the cloud further down onto us, softening our surroundings, blurring the rocks. Then Doyle said in a hurt voice, "I knowed you ain't wanting me."


  I pinched the bridge of my nose. "Doyle—"


  "None of the masters ever do. They hire me and they fire me . . . none of them ever like having me 'bout. I was thinking it'd be different, after you and the other master here picked me out special for this job. But it's just the same as it's always been. I know when I ain't wanted." He gave Fairview and me an injured look. He did not, however, go away.


  "Doyle." I passed my hand over my face. "There is a time and a place—"


  "Wait." Fairview, who had been listening to our conversation with a contemplative expression, grabbed my arm. "Listen."


  I listened. I heard what I'd heard a minute before: nothing. No shells, no machine rifles, no gunfire of any sort. Only the soft sound of shuffling.


  "Fix bayonets!" At once, Fairview was on his feet shouting; this was no time for sending quiet messages. "Fix bayonets, 1st Ninth! They're about to—"


  The Mippites attacked.


  CHAPTER 11


  YOU MUST HOLD ON


  Flag dispatch to the commanding officer of the Allied forces at Spy Hill at 10:30 AM, from the Commander-in-Chief:


  "I am sending two battalions, and the Fifth Light Infantry are on their way up. You must hold on to the last. No surrender."


  ****


  I would like to tell you what a trench attack is like. I would also like to tell you what it's like to be hit by a bullet. In both cases, though, the act is too swift, the pain too intense – the mind reels, the memory forgets.


  An officer has to make reports, though, so I will piece together, as best I can, the events that followed.


  Thanks to the mist, the near surrender, and Doyle's endless chatter, the Mippite soldiers were able to creep within ten yards of us. The moment they attacked, the left and right flanks began to shoot our attackers . . . but not for long. The Mippites were too close. Far too soon, the Mippites reached the main trench: Fairview and his men.


  Fairview's men were caught off-guard, still fumbling to attach their bayonets to their rifles. Some of the men discharged their rifles at point-blank range; Mippites fell. But many of the Mippites who reached Fairview's men yanked the rifles out of our soldiers' grips and used those same rifles to shoot, stab, or simply break our soldiers' heads.


  I caught no more than a glimpse of this. My place was with my men, who, if they were going to be of any help, needed orders. I was halfway back to the right flank's trench when I heard Doyle shout.


  I turned, not because of Doyle, but because I knew he was standing next to Fairview. It was Doyle, though, who was in trouble; a Mippite had just succeeded in wrenching away Doyle's rifle.


  Fairview, having called out initial orders and fixed his bayonet to his rifle, had taken several limping steps away. He was retreating to the General's rock in order to direct the fighting. That was the proper thing to do.


  Now he turned around, ran back to the main trench, and stabbed Doyle's attacker in the thigh.


  I've wondered since then if he would have done this if Doyle hadn't given his "pity poor me" speech beforehand. I doubt it. Fairview knew as well as I did that a general who deliberately stays to grapple with the enemy in a trench skirmish is no general at all. A general has to be somewhat distant from the events, so that he can properly direct them. The fact that Fairview was on this hill at all was a disadvantage; for him to come to the aid of one of his soldiers was as foolish . . .


  Well, as foolish as stepping out from the shelter of a rock to give a cigarette to a dying soldier. Perhaps Fairview had more in common with General Pentheusson than we had realized.


  What happened next was a blur. I saw the Mippite attacker fall, clutching at his thigh. He was still alive. I'm not sure whether Fairview would have killed him or simply restored Doyle's rifle to him.


  But another man had no doubt as to what Fairview's intentions were. I reached the scene just as the Mippite field-cornet did. He took no notice of me; he simply raised his rifle and brought it down with a loud crack on Fairview's head.


  Fairview fell, like a lighthouse that has been plowed into the water by a giant steamer. The field-cornet, whose rifle was now broken, grabbed Fairview's rifle. Fairview's fixed bayonet glittered in the soft sunlight that had broken through the mist. The deadly blade was poised over Fairview's body.


  I stepped in front of the bayonet and waited, motionless. Have I mentioned that I'd carelessly left my rifle in my own trench?


  I don't know whether I would have acted as I did, if it hadn't been for Doyle's bloody guidebook. Common sense would have told me that, after a blow like that, Fairview was probably dead, and my men needed me alive. Sacrificing my life for Fairview's corpse would be of no use.


  But the illogical part of my mind – the part that was still remembering that frieze and the cycle back that had accompanied it – said, "I rescued Fairview once before. I can do it again."


  "Colonel!" It was Doyle. He had reached down and scooped up his rifle, which was fallen from the hand of the wounded Mippite. He laughed as he tossed it toward me. He was still laughing when the field-cornet shot him.


  That shot was the field-cornet's mistake. So was coming to the wounded Mippite's aid. The officer had made the same error Fairview had, of focussing his attention on one soldier, rather than on the battle as a whole. All around us, having failed to receive the orders they needed, the Mippites were falling back.


  The field-cornet took a swift look at me. He was armed; I was armed. This was no time for a duel. With ill-concealed irony, I tipped my helmet at him; after all, he had risked his own life for the sake of the wounded soldier lying at my feet.


  He gave a half-smile, pulled the wounded soldier to his feet, and as the cloud that had misted us rose higher, he helped the wounded soldier stagger back to the Mippites' territory.


  I let them go; I was too busy staring at Fairview and Doyle, lying motionless next to each other. Blood covered them both. The white spaniel licked at Doyle's face, vainly trying to bring him back to life. Fairview's eyes stared sightlessly at the sky. His beard was dirty, his shirt torn, his face cloud-dappled under the midday sun.


  I was granted time enough to kneel down and close Fairview's eyes. Then I was too busy to do anything except issue orders, because the Mippites' big guns were beginning to boom again, and the General's rock belonged to me.


  CHAPTER 12


  I SHALL BARELY HOLD OUT


  Written dispatch to the Commander-in-Chief at 2:30 PM, from the officer commanding the Allied forces at Spy Hill:


  "Some of the Fifth Light Infantry here now, and I hear the Third coming up, but force really inadequate. What reinforcements can you send to hold the hill tonight? We are badly in need of water. There are many killed and wounded.


  Richard Rook.


  P.S. If you wish to make a certainty of hill for night, you must send more Infantry and attack enemy's guns."


  Written dispatch to the Commander-in-Chief at 6:30 PM, from the officer commanding the Allied forces at Spy Hill:


  "The troops which marched up here last night are quite done up. They have had no water, and ammunition is running short. The enemy are now firing heavily on both flanks (rifle, shell, and machine-rifle), while a heavy rifle fire is being kept up on the front. If my casualties go on at the present rate, I shall barely hold out the night.


  A large number of stretcher-bearers should be sent up, and also all the water possible.


  The situation is critical.


  Rook."


  Written dispatch to the Commander-in-Chief at 10 PM, from the officer commanding the Allied forces at Spy Hill (having received no reply to the previous dispatches):


  "Regret to report that I have been obliged to abandon Spy Hill, as the position became untenable. I have withdrawn the troops in regular order, and will come to report as soon as possible.


  Richard Rook."


  From the Commander-in-Chief to the High Masters' Commission on the War in the Magisterial Republic of Mip:


  "We had awful luck on the 24th; I had got two big guns and a mountain battery halfway up Spy Hill, when the troops came down. If we had had the luck, out of all the colonels up there, to have found a really good fighting man, we should have been in Fort Frederick in two days."


  ****


  "How many are left?"


  We stood in the churned-up mud near Spy Hill, the General and I, watching the long train of weary, stumbling Landsteader soldiers retreating west along the dusty turnpike. I had to hold onto the rocky boulder next to me to keep from swaying. It was my fourth day without sleep; I had been awake all night, after admitting defeat in the Battle of Spy Hill.


  We were hearing rumors that the Mippite soldiers had retreated overnight as well . . . but had returned the next morning to find Spy Hill unoccupied. Now it was theirs.


  I shook my head in response to the General's question. "We've had no time to call the roll, sir, but I'm estimating that our casualties are over a thousand. About one-third of the men in my own battalion fell." I lowered my gaze from Spy Hill, pockmarked from the pom-pom fire, seeing in my mind's eye the last image I had witnessed when I left the mountain: Fairview, still motionless in his ninth hour of death.


  "Yes," said the General in a faint voice. "Yes, I thought so."


  We were both silent, listening to the sobs and moans of the soldiers who were retreating. A couple of unwounded soldiers passed us, carrying wounded men who were too weak to walk. There weren't many wounded men amongst us; we'd had no time to gather most of our wounded before we fled from the hill.


  I had half expected, upon reaching the General, that I would be arrested at once. After all, I had disobeyed the order given to us by the Commander-in-Chief. No surrender.


  "I have done all I can, and I am not going back," I had told the General defiantly. "Better six good battalions safely down the hill than a bloody mop-up in the morning."


  The General, though, had simply shaken his head. "Preparations for the second day's defense should have been organized during the day, and have been commenced at nightfall," he had said carefully. "As this was not done, I think you exercised a wise discretion."


  It was a small consolation, to know that I would not face a court-martial. But I knew that, in the years to come, my decision would be criticized by many men who had not been at Spy Hill—


  Oh, why do I bother to say this? You know the rest. You know that I am now known as the man who surrendered Spy Hill – the officer who admitted defeat when the Landsteaders were on the point of victory. My name will remain infamous for as long as the cycle of rebirth continues.


  But this tale is not really about what happened at Spy Hill. It is about what happened afterwards, in the moments that have never been written about.


  CHAPTER 13


  THEY CAME DOWN SOLDIERS


  Comment by General Pentheusson to the High Masters' Commission on the War in the Magisterial Republic of Mip, speaking of the troops at Spy Hill:


  "I did not consider that my men were soldiers until they came down from Spy Hill. They went up recruits, I think, and they came down soldiers."


  ****


  As I stood there with the General, I heard a cry – a shout of warning. Acting from instinct, I leapt onto the boulder, pulling out Fairview's spy-glass and training it in the direction of the sound. I stiffened. Then I looked down at the General and said softly, "White flag, sir."


  "Greene," the General said quickly to his soldier-servant. "Send word to the picket to hold fire. A truce party is arriving."


  "More than a truce party, sir." I had the spy-glass fixed upon what was approaching us from Big Pool Road. Stretchers, wagons, men stumbling hard. . . I heard the General climb awkwardly up the rock – his shoulder was still swathed in bandages – and so I turned to hand him the spy-glass silently. He took a look, then said to me, "Send word." He handed me back the spy-glass and climbed carefully off the rock.


  "Yes, sir." I hopped down, found a passing soldier, and sent him to the field hospital, where the hardest wounded were still being tended.


  The General and I stayed where we were, at the crossroads between Big Pool Road and the Magisterial Turnpike. Eventually, through the narrow gap in the trees, the Mippite delegation reached us.


  They were led by a middle-aged man who had lost his hat in the conflict; he looked as dusty and fatigued as we did. He took us in at a glance, but if he recognized me, he had good enough breeding to pretend he didn't. Instead, he and the soldier bearing the truce flag stopped immediately in front of the General.


  "General Pentheusson?" said the middle-aged man in our tongue. "General Starke's compliments, sir. He is returning your wounded to you."


  "Lord Aldred," the General said slowly, and I started in my place. So I had spared the life of General Starke's younger brother. Well, Fairview would have died in any case. By this point, I had no taste for revenge.


  "General Pentheusson." Field-Cornet Lord Aldred Starke met the General's gaze without wavering, not bothering to deny his part in the slaughter we had undergone. I wondered whether General Starke had snickered at the idea of sending us the very officer who had brought about so many of our deaths.


  General Pentheusson managed to pull himself together. "Thank you, field-cornet. I have arranged to have your own wounded returned to your General. . . . Ah, here they are."


  Field-Cornet Starke raised his eyebrows as the four stretchers came forward, but he said nothing. He must have already realized how disproportionate the casualties had been between the two sides in this battle. "Thank you, General Pentheusson. General Starke is returning three hundred of your soldiers. He has also asked me to let you know that he will allow you to retrieve your dead tomorrow from Spy Hill, under flag of truce."


  "Please offer my thanks to your brother." If nothing else, the General could match Field-Cornet Starke in well-bred speech. "Will you stay and take refreshment with me?"


  We had precious little stores remaining, but there was no point in emphasizing that fact to the Mippites. Field-Cornet Starke shook his head, though. "Thank you, General, but my orderly, young Demas, was wounded in the fighting. I want to return to see that he is well cared for."


  "Of course," said the General, managing to hide his relief. "Colonel Rook, if you could find an appropriate escort for the field-cornet . . ."


  It took many minutes for me to locate a Landsteader soldier who was unlikely to bayonet the enemy officer. By the time I returned, the first wagons bearing our wounded had arrived, tended by nurses of the Red Circle. We have such nurses among our own soldiers in the force attacking eastern Mip; they appear everywhere in wartime, tending the wounded on both sides of any conflict.


  The Red Circle is actually a spiral; having sent the Mippite officer on his way, I stared at a wagon painting of one such spiral of rebirth until my eyes hurt. Then I asked the General, "May I volunteer to lead the party to retrieve our dead from the hill, sir?"


  The General shook his head; his eye was on a young man on a stretcher, crying piteously for his mother. The young man's face was half blown off. "We have no time to retrieve the dead. The Commander-in-Chief's orders are for us to retreat back over the Potomac at once. He still hopes we can find a way to relieve the forces trapped at Fort Frederick."


  "But sir, our dead—!" I cut myself off, biting my lip. What did it matter? Fairview was dead as ashes, regardless as to whether I retrieved his body and buried it. He was reborn into a baby somewhere in the world, undoubtedly far beyond my reach. I should let go.


  I could not let go.


  I looked over at the General. He was staring at one of the returned soldiers, who had been bayoneted in the gut and looked as though he would not live out the night. The General said, "I've resigned."


  "Sir?" As I spoke, I stared, stupid with sleeplessness.


  The General turned his attention toward me; his face was grey with weariness. "I've resigned my commission. The Commander-in-Chief has accepted my resignation. He agrees that I can do better work for the Dozen Landsteads in the diplomatic office."


  I did not know what to say. I wanted to tell the General, "You're a fine officer" . . . but that would be a lie, and he would know it.


  As I struggled for speech, he smiled – a half-smile, implicitly acknowledging my dilemma. "You're to take my place."


  "Sir?" Truly, I must be asleep.


  "I did not fail to hear you the day before last, Colonel Rook; I simply failed to heed your words of wisdom. These men" – he gestured toward a group of cripples who were hobbling past us – "have paid the price for my folly. They'll be in good hands with you, I know."


  I was silent. Two days before, this would have been glorious news – news that would have made both me and Fairview shout with joy.


  But since then, I had witnessed Fairview shot dead after his own promotion, and I had learned what it meant to be the man who stands in the shelter of the General's rock. It was a privilege I feared I could no longer bear. Not without Fairview there to help me accept the burden.


  Doyle's white spaniel, which had been pawing away at a bush next to the boulder, came out and quietly sat at my feet. She had followed us down during the retreat, clearly puzzled by her inability to wake Doyle. Now she watched, her head turning back and forth, as the first of the Mippites' ambulance wagons reached the crossroads at Ammippian Springs. Nearby, a handful of medical men were moving forward. We had lost many of the Yclau doctors and assistants at Spy Hill, and the colonial stretcher-bearers had sneaked off somewhere during the morning to lick their wounds, but the Commander-in-Chief had returned the Yclau ambulance corps, and those men were now kept busy transferring the wounded from the Mippites' ambulances to ours.


  It took me some time to realize that the men accompanying the Mippite ambulances were all dark-skinned.


  I had only a moment to understand the implications of this – the colonial stretcher-bearers had gone back to the bloody battlefield to retrieve our wounded – and then I stopped one of the wagons by raising my hand. I had recognized the man lying in it.


  Biddle was wrapped in bandages covering half his face; I would not have recognized him, except that he still wore his engraved wedding watch in his pocket. As I spoke to him, he stirred.


  "Sir?" he said in a breathless manner, almost too low-voiced to be heard. "Oh, sir, Colonel Rook – no one will tell me. Did we win the battle, sir? Did we win?"


  I could feel the eye of the stretcher-bearer upon me. As it happened, it was the head stretcher-bearer. I gestured toward Biddle and raised my eyebrows.


  The head stretcher-bearer shook his head and drew a circle on his forehead with his thumb. Biddle was entering into death, then. No wonder no one had been willing to tell Biddle the truth. I leaned over and said, in the most cheerful voice I could force, "Not to worry, Biddle. All is well. Your sacrifice, and that of your comrades, was not in vain."


  Biddle gasped with relief. "Thank you, sir," he murmured. "Thank you. My woman will be proud to hear that. When I write her the news—"


  "I'll write her myself," I promised. "You get some rest now." I stepped back; the head stretcher-bearer's concentration transferred back to his charge. As I watched Biddle placed in the wagon reserved for the dead, it occurred to me that I had never asked the head stretcher-bearer his name.


  I turned away, shaken by my encounter with Biddle. So many of the men I had known were gone. Canton, killed in the first minute of the battle, whose last long conversation with me had been in receipt of my reprimand. Tice, whom I had misjudged so badly. Fulton and Lexington, both immolated by my fault. Doyle – poor, silly Doyle, who had never found the kind master he wanted. Davey, who had tried vainly all afternoon and evening to revive Fairview, and who had been shot in the head during the last hour of conflict, shortly before I gave the order for retreat.


  Fairview himself, abandoned on the hill.


  Fairview, who would never have abandoned the hill.


  It was at that moment, I think, that I realized why the Fates had stolen Fairview from me. It was because always, equal friends though we were, I had taken my cue from Fairview. He had led in battle; I had followed, standing by his shoulder, but never taking a step where he had not taken a step.


  Even if we had succeeded in installing guns at the top of Spy Hill overnight – an unlikely prospect, I thought – and even if we had entrenched ourselves better up there, it was still a hill that we could not have held, except at the cost of most of our remaining men. I had realized that, looking down at Biddle, and so what I had said to him was the exact truth. His sacrifice was not in vain. His upcoming death, and the death of many others, had woken me to the fact that our war with Mip was a terrible, bloody conflict that was much better resolved through the patient efforts of Pentheusson and other diplomats than through arms on the field.


  Knowing that, I was more determined than ever to be a General.


  It's odd: the same circumstances, which turn some men into pacifists and diplomats, turn other men into better soldiers. Before, war had been a game for me; now, having been on Spy Hill, I knew that every order I gave would determine whether my men suffered without need. So I was determined to give good orders. I was determined to provide them with wise leadership they might not receive elsewhere.


  None of this would have happened if Fairview had not fallen in battle. He was a different man than I; he would have held out to the exceedingly bitter end at Spy Hill. His departure, which tore at my vitals like an exploded shell, had nonetheless freed me to recognize certain facts I would not have seen if he had remained in command.


  I wondered whether he had been granted knowledge of my transformation, in the new life which he must now be living as a baby in someone's cradle.


  I shook my head and strode forward. There were hundreds of men passing through these crossroads, and nearly all of them required comfort. I did my best, during the next hour, to supply that. As the line of ambulance wagons slowly moved its way up Big Pool Road, I met each ambulance and exchanged a few words with the wounded, thanking them for their contributions to the fight. To the wounded men who were well enough to walk – and would therefore likely continue their work as soldiers – I acknowledged the gravity of what had occurred, then did my best to provide a cheerful assessment of what lay ahead. Faces brightened, spines straightened, men who had hovered at the gates of afterdeath seemed to find new reason to remain on this side of the gates.


  I found myself wondering why it had taken me half a lifetime to learn what it meant to be an officer.


  My messenger-lad, newly risen from his sickbed, arrived and handed me a dispatch. It was from the Commander-in-Chief, confirming my appointment as the new Major-General in charge of General Pentheusson's brigade. As an afterthought, the Commander-in-Chief added that he had heard various reports that Colonel Fairview had performed well in battle, and therefore he too was to be rewarded with a brigade, though for now he would remain a Major-General in my brigade . . .


  I folded the note and slipped it into my pocket. Army communications, it seemed, were no better now than they had been in the battle. Still, Fairview's grandmother would be pleased by the posthumous honor her grandson had received; that was something. I turned my attention to the white spaniel, who was yipping excitedly in her usual fashion. What the bloody blades was I to do with the beast? Well, I supposed the brigade might make a pet out of her, given that she had proved herself in battle. I turned to look at what she was yipping at—


  —and then I was running, stumbling, calling, as though my life's thread had just been snapped, and I had only seconds left in which to speak.


  Doyle was holding him. His own right arm was in a bloody sling, but his left arm was firmly around the waist of Fairview. I could see no blood on Fairview, only a bandage around his head. His eyes looked dazed.


  "Oh, there you are." Doyle's eyes brightened as I skidded to a halt beside them. "Thought you'd be along, soon enough. That the General over there? Hoped he'd survived. Most of the rest are gone, I figure. Thought I was a goner too, when that rifle shattered my funny bone. I fell down in the trench, and that weren't a safe place to be, I'll tell you, but there weren't no safe place on that hill, certain. So I figured I'd just stay still and hope for the best. Fairview were 'side me, and I could hear him breathing – a day and a night I'm hearing him, and we was both struggling to stay away from afterdeath, I guess. Then the guns got all silent, and I'm thinking it's time we was moving on, 'fore the locals come and knife us. But the master here, he didn't seem much taken to moving, so I had to wake him up, ungentle-like."


  Only death, it seemed, was likely to still Doyle's tongue. Fairview had seen me now and recognized me; he gave me a lopsided smile as Doyle rattled on about the various methods he'd tried to poke and kick Fairview into awareness.


  "What worked?" I asked, addressing Fairview.


  "You did," Doyle replied cheerfully. "I told him you'd keelhaul him if he didn't return to duty."


  I ignored Doyle. Fairview blinked rapidly, as a man does when emerging into daylight from darkness. Then he said softly, "They wanted me to go."


  "Who did?" I asked. Behind us, the stumbling train of three hundred wounded men was nearing its tail end.


  "I don't know. The Fates? Someone. They wanted me to go on. To be born. Again. And I said no, not until I saw you. I knew you must be there. I'd seen the Mippite begin to stab you."


  I felt a chill all down my back. One hears stories about such things – of men who enter so far into afterdeath that they can remember afterwards what it is like. But that tale is rare; men who are so far gone don't often return.


  Even Doyle was silent now, though he kept Fairview firmly in his grip. Fairview said, still hesitant, "I wouldn't go on. I didn't want a new life; I wanted my old one. They kept urging me. I got angry at them. I called for you. And then I heard Doyle speaking. He said you wanted me. So I came back."


  He spoke simply, as though nothing were more natural than for him to defy the laws of death for my sake. For a moment I was still.


  Then I took him into my arms. I told myself that I was only relieving Doyle of his burden, but somehow my lips found Fairview's lips, and I was kissing him with a lifetime's worth of accumulated passion. Sweet blood, he was kissing me back. And it was good, feeling the power of a man who was my equal in strength and rank. It was very good.


  But it would have been good in any case, because it was Fairview.


  I drew back finally, though not letting go of Fairview's waist. Instinctively, I looked around. The General – perhaps out of pure tact – had entered into conversation with his messenger-lad, setting his back to our reunion. Some of the other soldiers passing us, who knew that Fairview and I considered ourselves equals, looked shocked at seeing their frivolous slanders confirmed.


  Doyle merely grinned. "There now," he said, "I knowed that if I brung him back alive, it would be worth it. Maybe a little reward, hmm? A few sips from the officers' supply of drink?"


  "Doyle," I said, unable to help laughing, "what are we going to do with you?"


  "Drown him?" suggested Fairview, but he was laughing too. His eyes still looked dazed, as though he remained half in afterdeath, but it was clear that he could understand what I was saying and doing.


  Doyle shrugged, grinning. "Keep me close by, I figure. You're the only masters who can stand me."


  "I'll raise you in rank—"


  "If you want to be my soldier-servant—"


  Fairview and I stopped and stared at each other, while Doyle nearly rolled off the road, laughing at us. Then he stopped and pointed. "Oh my blessed, see? That's what I was telling you 'bout!"


  I stared at what he was pointing at. "The General?"


  He rolled his eyes, the way he always did when officers missed the point. "The rock he's standing right near – that's the monument I was telling you about. See here . . ."


  He hurried forward, while the spaniel tried to trip him in her eagerness to welcome him back. Fairview and I followed more slowly. I still had my arm around Fairview, but he shook himself loose as we reached the boulder I had stood upon earlier. I let him go, uncertain as to why he wished to be released.


  "Look." Doyle pointed at a sketch on the rock-face that I'd missed. "Ancient. Half worn away, but you can see it's just like the one in the guidebook."


  I stepped forward to look. There, almost entirely hidden by the bush that the spaniel had been pawing at, was the frieze of the soldier saving his love-mate's life. I leaned forward to take a closer look as Doyle chattered on.


  "Third century, my boat-captain said. Right old. I heard there was another monument somewhere, over their grave."


  I felt the shock all down my spine; I straightened up abruptly. "Their grave?"


  "Well, they died, of course." Doyle was giving me another of his "you blockheaded officer" looks. "All that shilly-shallying the clean-shaved man did over whether to save his friend . . . He waited too long, and the spear killed his friend, and then the chariot-wheel went over the clean-shaved man, and he got killed too. My boat-captain, he said that there are later tales about the two friends. The way folks tell it, the men kept meeting again, time after time over the centuries, and each time the clean-shaved man would be granted the chance to save the bearded man, but he'd wait too long, and they'd both be killed. The Fates kept giving the two men another chance to be together – another chance to show that they was worthy of each other's love."


  I couldn't look at Fairview; I wasn't sure what I'd see in his face. But I didn't have to look. A moment later I felt his hand warm around mine, squeezing it as tight as a clam—


  Do you remember now? Ah, I see that you do. I suspected that your memory, made faint by your healing wound, would sharpen if I recounted the events of Spy Hill. So you know what that clasping of hands meant to both of us: A reminder of life. We were both alive now, and what happened in the past – what I failed to do for you in the past – no longer mattered. We had each other now.


  I felt your hand's strength pressing against mine in a silent, sacred vow to each other that we would not allow history to repeat itself.


  "C'mon," said Doyle, nudging me in his familiar manner. "The General, he's waving at us. Guess he's impatient to go on."


  "Yes," I said, turning to match your smile with my own. "Yes, I guess we all are."


  THE END
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  HISTORICAL NOTE


  This is the latest story in my Turn-of-the-Century Toughs historical fantasy cycle, which is set in an alternative version of the Mid-Atlantic states of the USA. Specifically, this particular story is set in an alternative version of Washington County in western Maryland, at the close of the nineteenth century.


  Stone Quarry Ridge actually exists in Washington County, as do all the other locations mentioned in this story (although I have renamed Indian Springs as Ammippian Springs, and the Magisterial Turnpike is known in our world as the National Turnpike or National Road). Spy Hill, however, has another name in our world: Spion Kop.


  That name reverberates for many people, for Spion Kop ("Spy Hill" in Dutch) is the location of one of the deadliest attacks in military history.


  In 1899, negotiations broke down between the British and the Dutch settlers in South Africa, who were at that time called Boers. (The British claimed they wished to defend the rights of British citizens living in Boer territories; the Boers claimed the British wanted the gold being mined there.) As a result, Britain sent the might of its imperial army to subdue the Boers – an easy task, the British thought, for the Boers were mere farmers and shopkeepers, with no standing army.


  When part of the British army became trapped and besieged in the fortified town of Ladysmith, another British force was sent to the rescue. On the summer evening of January 23rd, 1900, British soldiers scaled the southern slope of Spion Kop, chased away a small number of Boers from what they thought was the northern crest of the summit, dug a series of shallow trenches, and waited for the night to end and the fog to lift. Then came the awful truth.


  "There cannot have been many battlefields where there was such an accumulation of horrors within so small a compass," commented Deneys Reitz, a young Boer soldier who fought at Spion Kop and who viewed the British dead afterwards. Against incredible odds, the Boers managed, in a single day, to wound or kill hundreds of British soldiers within a small area of ground – "an acre of massacre," as one war correspondent put it. The Boers would continue to hold out against the imperial might for many months, until finally surrendering to the British in 1902, bringing to an end the South African War, also called the Boer War or Anglo-Boer War.


  ****


  A few notes on my sources, and on the alterations I've made to the original tale:


  As should be clear from what I've written above, I've transplanted a South African battle to a Maryland setting (though retaining the same time period). I've altered details of the battle, and of the fighting immediately before it, in order to fit the geography of and around Stone Quarry Ridge. (For example, at Spion Kop, the most deadly gunfire was endured by the right flank, rather than by the left flank.) However, the general outline of the battle remains as I've described it.


  Very little information is available on Washington County, Maryland, at the end of the nineteenth century. I've drawn most of my information from historical maps and from a visit to the area (though I've never climbed to the top of Stone Quarry Ridge). My best guess is that most of Stone Quarry Ridge was forested at the end of the nineteenth century (as it is now), but the historical maps leave this matter uncertain, so I've considered myself at liberty to imagine the hill as denuded of vegetation.


  A few homes did exist at the southern tip of the ridge. During the nineteenth century, two of the owners of these homes were named Tice and Roman. Tax records show that, in 1803, "Stone Quarry" in Washington County was owned by Richard Rook.


  Fairview is the name of the mountain to the northeast of Stone Quarry Ridge. It is also the name of a mountain near Spion Kop. In order to travel on a road that passed that mountain, on the way to relieve the besieged soldiers, the British army decided to make an attack upon Spion Kop.


  Spearman's was the name of a British encampment near Spion Kop. Most of the other Landsteader names in my story come from streets in Baltimore (i.e. "Balmer," the local pronunciation for that harbor city in Maryland).


  Because this story is historical fantasy rather than historical fiction, I've tried to capture the essential flavor of the Battle of Spion Kop, which has meant simplifying a complicated set of historical events and minimizing a lengthy cast of characters.


  All of the characters in my story are invented. Most of the incidents I mention in my story (such as the smashing of the heliograph at the very moment that the cry for help was being transmitted, the discovery of the paralyzed soldier with the reflecting water bottle, the plea by the head-wounded man to know whether the battle was won, and yes, the white spaniel) actually occurred at Spion Kop, though not always in the order or exact manner shown in my story. In cases where certain incidents are linked to historical figures, I've parcelled out those incidents in an indiscriminate fashion among my characters. Thus the Commander-in-Chief, Pentheusson, Tice, Fairview, and Rook take on the roles played by a variety of British officers. For example, my story has three colonels: one who led the charge on Spion Kop, one who held the hill during the middle of the day, and one who surrendered the hill. In historical fact, all of these actions were undertaken by a single man.


  The accidental burning of wounded men occurred four days before the Battle of Spion Kop, on January 20, according to eyewitness Maurice Harold Grant. (In that case, the wounded men were Boers, who were immolated in a fire unintentionally set by British guns.) Shell-fire is reported to have singed some of the grass at Spion Kop, but no wounded men were burnt there . . . so far as we know. One thing that comes through quite clearly in the accounts of Spion Kop is how chaotic the battle was, and how easy it was for important incidents to occur in one part of the battlefield, while soldiers fighting in another part of the battlefield were quite unaware of those incidents. So few accounts exist of the battle that it's likely we will never know of many major events that took place there. At any rate, I inserted that episode into my story because I wanted to focus attention on a group of men who receive very little screen time in the British officers' reports on the battle: the wounded.


  In one of those Truth Is Stranger Than Fiction moments, three of the men who took part in the Battle of Spion Kop were the future South African prime minister Louis Botha, the future British prime minister Winston Churchill, and Mahatma Gandhi. Botha was there as a Boer general, Winston Churchill was serving as a British war correspondent and soldier, and Gandhi was head of the British forces' Natal Indian Ambulance Corps, which was charged with bringing the wounded down from Spion Kop. (The removal of the wounded from the battlefield itself was undertaken by the all-white Natal Volunteer Ambulance Corps, but it's clear from one of the eyewitness accounts that the Indians underwent casualties as well, so for the sake of simplification, I have centered my own tale on the actions of the Indian corps.) Gandhi actually sympathized with the Boer cause, a fact I've lightly alluded to in my story.


  Boys served in both armies during the Boer War, but as far as I know, the British army did not usually employ them as messengers.


  The characters' beliefs on politics, religion, society, and sexuality are not meant to correspond in any exact manner to the situation in our world at the end of the nineteenth century. Those beliefs grow instead out of my premise – from the Turn-of-the-Century Toughs cycle as a whole – that the continent we know as North America was settled by the inhabitants of other continents in ancient times, and therefore certain ancient and medieval customs became important on this continent.


  On the other hand, the quotations at the beginning of each section of my story, as well as a few lines of dialogue, are taken from words that were actually spoken or written during or after the Battle of Spion Kop. Occasionally, I have altered punctuation or spelling or have abridged the texts, and of course I replaced any references to our own world, but otherwise I made no alterations to these striking words.


  The original speakers or writers were as follows:


  ****


  ". . . we won't all be coming back." —Commandant Hendrik Prinsloo of the Boers' Carolina Commando, to his soldiers. Prinsloo captured Aloe Knoll and Conical Hill, two key assault points next to Spion Kop. Over half his men died during the battle.


  "The unquestioning subordination of the private judgment . . ." —Bron Herbert, as edited by L. S. Amery, in Volume 3 of The Times History of the War in South Africa (published in 1905), referring to the decision to retreat from Spion Kop.


  "It has got to stay there." —General Sir Redvers Buller to Lieutenant-Colonel Charles à Court Repington, upon being asked what he wished the British attack party to do, once it had taken Spion Kop. Repington then suggested that it would be helpful if guns were sent up the hill. (Repington later wrote, "There was no plan except that we were to take the hill and stay there. Some 1700 men were to assault a hill 1740 feet high in the centre of the Boer position, and the rest of Buller's 20,000 men were to look on and do nothing.")


  "The operation will be conducted . . ." —Attack orders issued on 23 January 1900 by General J. Talbot Coke, after he had received orders from General Charles Warren to occupy Spion Kop. General Warren, who was subordinate to General Buller, was in charge of the overall operations at Spion Kop.


  "They went up recruits . . ." —General Buller to the Royal Commission on the War in South Africa.


  "Let us struggle and die together." —General Louis Botha to General Schalk Burger. The two generals led the Boer attack on Spion Kop.


  "We got up about four o'clock . . ." —General Edward Woodgate, initially in charge of the British occupation of Spion Kop.


  "Am exposed to terrible cross-fire . . ." —General Woodgate, shortly before he was mortally wounded at Spion Kop.


  "Reinforce at once or all is lost. . . ." —Colonel Malby Crofton, who took over command of the British forces at Spion Kop when Woodgate and three more senior officers all fell in battle within a short time of one another. Colonel Crofton later claimed that a signalman rephrased his calmer request for assistance.


  "Streams of wounded obstructed the path. . . ." —Winston Churchill. He was twenty-five years old at the time.


  "The sun became hotter and hotter, and we had neither food nor water." —Deneys Reitz, who participated in the Boer firing line that was located directly in front of the British forces. He was seventeen years old at the time.


  "I am sending two battalions . . ." —General Warren. He was responding to Colonel Crofton's message, not realizing that Crofton had already been wounded out of the battle.


  "ordered to move again as fast as possible in single rank . . ." —Private Walter Putland, a member of the British reinforcements sent to Spion Kop.


  "I command on this hill and allow no surrender . . ." —Colonel Alexander Thorneycroft, whose mounted infantry led the British attack, and who was given command of the British forces at Spion Kop in the late morning, upon the recommendation of General Buller. Several variations of this speech were recorded by witnesses.


  "What reinforcements can you send to hold the hill tonight?" —Colonel Thorneycroft to General Warren.


  ". . . ammunition is running short." —Colonel Thorneycroft to General Warren.


  "I have withdrawn the troops . . ." —Colonel Thorneycroft to General Warren. Thorneycroft had received no messages from Warren all day, other than the news that he was placed in charge of the British forces at Spion Kop.


  "We had awful luck on the 24th . . ." —General Buller in a letter that was later made public.


  "I have done all I can . . ." —Colonel Thorneycroft to Colonel G. H. Sim, who was ordered by General Warren to bring arms to Spion Kop. Colonel Sim reached Thorneycroft as the evacuation of the hill was in progress.


  ". . . a bloody mop-up in the morning." —Colonel Thorneycroft to Winston Churchill.


  "Preparations for the second day's defense should have been organized during the day . . ." —General Buller in a public comment on Colonel Thorneycroft's conduct.


  ****


  A list of all my sources can be found in the bibliography section of my Turn-of-the-Century Toughs website:


  http://duskpeterson.com/toughs


  For reasons that are apparent from the source quotations I have used, the wisdom of the British officers was questioned after the Battle of Spion Kop. The courage of the British soldiers was not. Even the Boers were impressed by the bravery of their opponents, who underwent heavy casualties under intense fire, yet continued to hold the summit through the entire day of January 24th, 1900.


  Perhaps the best summary of the Battle of Spion Kop came from General Tobias Smuts of the Boers, who surveyed the British dead on the hill's summit after the battle was over. "I wished," he said, "that I had the power of transporting a dozen of these poor, brave, mangled fellows lying there with headless bodies and shattered limbs, to a certain bedroom in Birmingham or in Government House, Cape Town, so that the two chief authors of this unnatural war should see some of the results of their policy on waking from sleep in their safe and luxurious homes. It might induce them to bring this dreadful conflict to a close."


  ****
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  Dear Author


  I'd like the sub to be someone in law enforcement a detective possibly. This guy is very in control in his working life and it seeps into his after work hours. He's also not very communicative. His Dom is an ER nurse or an artist or some profession not in law enforcement, who's friendly, laid back, perceptive about people. Someone that people easily trust and follow instructions from. They could be about the same age, or the Dom younger.


  I want there to be contradictions in what people would normally perceive a Dom or Sub would be like. I don't know how long the author's story will be, but how the two met and then grew into this relationship would be great. BDSM and HEA a must.


  The emotional aspect of the sub learning to give up control and trust is another part I'd like. I also like shibari or kinbaku in the story obviously, lol. No humiliation, beatings or infidelity once they're together. I want the sub to have his trust and control limits pushed. Maybe he's developed trust issues. Maybe a work partner or love partner he'd trusted turned out bad and almost got him killed. Some reason he doesn't trust or give up control now.


  Maybe there could be some event that threatens their relationship in terms of one person possibly getting seriously hurt. I don't mind angst as long as there is the HEA.


  Oh and please, don't write this in first person POV. I don't usually like first person.


  Sincerely,


  Penumbra
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  STAY WITH ME


  by AJ Jarrett


  CHAPTER 1


  Gabe lay, staring up at the ceiling, as he waited for the doctor to come check him out. His side ached with every breath he took, causing his eyes to water from the sharp pinch of pain. He knew he was in bad shape but he hated hospitals, and the more he sat there waiting for the doctor, the more he wanted to grab his shit and leave. But he couldn't inhale deeply and he felt a bit lightheaded from lack of oxygen, so he decided against a break-out attempt.


  His day started like any other. Arrived at work, had his first cup of coffee, then headed for his desk. An arrest warrant he'd been waiting on sat in the inbox. Gabe and his partner Eric went to pick up a man implicated as the ring leader in a car theft operation they were investigating. The guy's buddy had turned over evidence that pinned him as the man in charge.


  When they arrived at the suspect's house, all seemed to be under control. The man didn't resist; he came willingly, a cut and dried arrest. But what they hadn't planned on was for the man's girlfriend to lose her shit and drive her car up into the yard. Gabe had been a detective for the past three years, and a patrolman nine years prior to that. He was trained to handle any situation—or so he thought. A fight or flight instinct takes over when faced with a car barreling toward you.


  Eric pulled out his gun in an attempt to scare her into stopping—it didn't work. Gabe ran up to Eric and pushed him out of the way just seconds before the car would have run him down like a dog. But in his efforts to save his partner, he got thrown up onto the hood of the car. His shoulder hit the windshield; then he bounced to the ground. The woman ended up plowing right into the front porch of her house, rendering her unconscious.


  Even with the pain coursing through his body, Gabe didn't regret it. Eric was married, with three small children. He had way more to live for than him. Gabe's body hurt like a son of a bitch, but he wouldn't have changed a thing.


  "Hey man, how you feeling?" Eric entered the room and sat in the chair next to his bed.


  "Oh you know, not too bad. I just would really like to get out of here." He sighed as he rubbed at his side.


  "You want to leave?" Eric barked out a laugh. "Gabe, you got hit by a car. I think you need to have the doctor check you out."


  When he tried to laugh, his breath locked up and he curled to the side, trying to take the pressure off his ribs. "Any other time I'd disagree with you, but this time I think you're right." He hissed out a shaky breath as his side pulsed with every beat of his heart. "Where's that fucking doctor?"


  The door to his room swung open and a man entered, but not just any man—Lucas Jacques. Gabe had noticed him a few months ago when he came to question a victim on a domestic violence case. He'd admired the nurse from afar, too afraid to ever approach him.


  The sexy, young nurse had blond hair that was cut short on the sides and back, long on top. He styled the longer strands into artistic-looking spikes, messy yet perfectly arranged. His skin was covered by a golden glow; Gabe just bet it was an allover tan.


  His scrubs fit loosely around his body, but Gabe could see the cut of muscles on Lucas's upper arms and he had to wonder what the lower half looked like.


  "Mr. Edgerton," Lucas said as he turned around, gifting Gabe with a bright smile. "My name's Lucas. The doctor will be here in a minute. I'm just going to get your vitals before he gets here." Gabe nodded, in too much pain to respond.


  As if just noticing Eric, Lucas turned to him. "Mr. Shaw, I didn't see you sitting there." He held out his hand.


  Gabe watched the exchange, unclear of how the pair knew each other so well. Eric wasn't gay, but a small spark of jealousy flared its ugly head at the familiarity between the two men. He cleared his throat, bringing the focus back to himself.


  "Oh shit, sorry Gabe." He pointed to Lucas. "I have to say Lucas is one of the best damn nurses I've ever met. Anna and I just love this guy."


  "I didn't know you frequented the ER that often," Gabe said, sarcasm thick in his tone.


  "Dude, I've got three boys. I practically live up here." Eric started to laugh.


  "I think in the six months that I've lived here I've seen each one of your boys at least once." His face scrunched up in thought. "Maybe at least one of them more than once. How're they doing?"


  "They're great."


  "That's good to hear." Lucas smiled at Eric then turned back to face Gabe. "So Mr. Edgerton—" Lucas looked down at his chart. "—I see you went up against a car and lost?" Lucas looked back up and locked eyes with him. "That about right?"


  Heat burned his cheeks as Lucas stared at him, waiting for an answer. Having the full focus of Lucas's stare upon him caused butterflies to stir in his gut. "There was no time to get out of the way," he defended himself.


  "There's always time, Mr. Edgerton." Lucas's tone was light and nonjudgmental, but held a layer of authority behind it. Gabe couldn't help but bristle at the accusation.


  "This is all my fault. He got hurt saving my life. If he hadn't pushed me out of the way, that crazy bitch would've run me over."


  "How heroic of you. I'm just glad she didn't flatten you like a pancake." Lucas grinned at him as he stepped toward the bed.


  "Here, let me get out of your way." Eric headed for the door. "I'm going to go call Anna and let her know I'm fine. Are you going to be okay, Gabe?"


  "He's in good hands, Eric, I promise," Lucas answered for him.


  "Okay, then." Eric gave him a final glance from the doorway. "Thanks again man."


  Gabe waved a hand in his direction. "You'd have done the same for me."


  Eric smiled and nodded his head once, then left.


  Lucas moved quietly around the room. Gabe felt the need to explain his actions. He didn't want Lucas thinking he was mentally unstable or some shit. "I'm not suicidal, if that's what you're thinking." Gabe fidgeted with the edge of the blanket that lay across his lap.


  "I never said you were. But I have to ask, why didn't you jump out of the way when you pushed Eric to safety? Seems like the logical thing to do, don't you think?"


  It was an easy question to answer, but he couldn't. He always acted first without thought for his own well-being. That was something he'd done since his father left him and his mother to fend for themselves when he was a teenager. Anger began to boil his blood. Lucas didn't know him, didn't know the job. Sometimes things happened and people got hurt. He didn't have to explain himself.


  "I guess you're not going to answer my question then." Lucas moved closer to the bed and Gabe could smell the slight hint of his cologne. It reminded him of a summer breeze coming off the ocean, clean and fresh. He closed his eyes and let the scent fill his senses, but as he took a deeper breath, his face cringed in pain.


  "Hey, take it easy." Lucas placed his smooth, cool fingers against his forehead, rubbing at his hair line. "From what the paramedic put down here, you might have either broken or cracked a couple of ribs. So try and take short, even breaths. Once the doctor comes in, he can give you something for the pain."


  Gabe nodded his understanding, but kept his eyes clenched tight. He rested against the pillows propped up behind his head. His body was at war with itself. He wanted to be mad at Lucas—at anyone for that matter—but he also wanted Lucas to continue to touch him and talk to him in that sweet tone he was using as he caressed his hand against Gabe's hair. Lucas was making him want things that couldn't be. He was a nurse; it was his job to comfort him, and that made what he was feeling even more depressing.


  "I've been waiting in this fucking room for what seems like forever. Why don't you walk your sweet ass out there and bring me back something for the pain so I can get the hell out of here?" Gabe snapped.


  Gabe could feel Lucas's warm breath as it fanned across his face. He turned his head slightly, then blinked open his eyes. Lucas was nose to nose with him. "If you're so tough, why don't you walk your sweet ass out there and get it yourself?"


  Lucas spoke in a calm and controlled tone that caused a chill to run up Gabe's back. His defenses started to crumble. He could feel his toes begin to curl.


  No!


  Gabe gave himself a mental shake. He didn't want to feel anything toward Lucas. Relationships never lasted. He'd learned that long ago, and he'd be damned if he let some young kid suck him in just to spit him out when he was done playing with him.


  "Get the fuck out of my face," Gabe said through clenched teeth, never breaking eye contact with Lucas. He'd be damned if this nurse would make a fool of him.


  Lucas's upper lip curved up, as if in a challenge. He tried to swallow around the lump in his throat, but his mouth was dry as the desert. The gleam in Lucas's pale, green eyes held a promise, but Gabe wasn't quite sure what that promise was, and he wasn't certain he wanted to ever find out.


  Just then the door swooshed open and the doctor sauntered into the room. "Detective Edgerton, let's take a look at that side of yours, shall we?"


  The doctor sent him down for X-rays. No broken bones or concussion. Just a bruised head and shoulder and a couple cracked ribs. Nothing major, but the doctor wanted to keep him overnight, just as a precaution.


  He hadn't seen Lucas since he passed him off to radiology and he hoped the nurse had gone home for the evening. The attraction he felt for the man was driving him insane. He couldn't explain it, but he loved the way Lucas talked back to him, unwilling to take his shit. When he snapped at him, Lucas snapped right back, as if he were the larger, stronger of the two. A part of him had wanted to roll to his back and show his belly like some damn dog. No one ever talked back to him, ever. He was built like a linebacker, so people more often than not feared him, but not Lucas. Lucas had a dominant streak a mile wide, and Gabe was a little curious what the man would make him do if given the opportunity.


  But that would be wrong. Gabe couldn't allow himself to get involved with anyone. He'd learned long ago that no one ever stayed around and he'd no reason to believe Lucas would be any different.


  Rolling over to his side, Gabe tucked a pillow under his chin, hugging it close. Remembering the past always made him feel lost and alone. The wounds still seemed so fresh that he felt the ache as if it happened yesterday.


  Before moving to Kansas City, he'd lived in Austin, Texas. He liked it there. It's where he'd grown up. It was home. But all that changed when he was fifteen. His father, who'd been his hero, came home early from work one day and broke the news he was in love with another woman. He said he couldn't pretend that he was happy anymore and he left Gabe and his mother, never looking back.


  His mother pretended to be okay for his sake, but he could hear her late at night, crying herself to sleep. At that moment, he knew it was time to grow up. He became the man around the house his mother needed. And they lived a good life. She worked two jobs to put him through college and supported his decision to join the academy. He remembered how happy she'd been when he graduated. He'd never forget the pride he saw in her eyes.


  One year later, she succumbed to breast cancer. He'd taken time off from work to care for her in the last remaining months of her life. The disease took her fast. It didn't seem fair for him to lose the only person he had in the world. The day she died, he truly knew what it meant to be alone. It was hard for him to trust people and, with her gone; he'd lost his only confidant.


  After her passing, he went back to work. He had to start all over and was considered the rookie cop again around the station. But his work ethic and determination caught the eye of an older more experienced detective, Colby Lawson. He always looked up to the man. When Colby spoke, people listened, and Gabe wasn't immune to his allure.


  Colby took him under his wing to show him the ropes, in preparation for one day becoming a detective himself. The long lunches and late nights turned into more when Colby kissed him for the first time. He always thought he might be gay, but it was confirmed when he felt the firm press of Colby's lips against his own. The slight stubble on Colby's jaw rubbing alongside his cheek awakened a part of his soul he didn't know existed. He'd fallen hard for the older man. There wasn't anything he wouldn't do for Colby.


  They'd been dating for a little over three years when they moved in together. Their lives seemed perfect. They seldom fought and, when they did, it always ended in hot, passionate make-up sex. They were good together—or so he thought.


  They were getting ready to celebrate their eight year anniversary when Colby dropped his bombshell. It was like a bad case of dèjá vu. Colby came home from work and said he'd fallen out of love with him and that he'd only been going through the motions for the last year of their relationship.


  Gabe thought he was going to die. He'd let himself fall in love with Colby only to let the man rip his heart out and trample it to dust. Gabe made a promise to himself that day—he wasn't going to allow anyone to have that kind of control over him again. He could take care of himself, he didn't need anyone.


  Soon after the breakup, he transferred to Kansas City, where he was promoted to detective. That was three years ago, and he enjoyed the life he lived in the big city. At times he was lonely, but better to be lonely than broken-hearted.


  The light tapping of rain outside his window pulled him from his dismal thoughts. Fall had settled in the Midwest and the days were growing shorter and becoming cooler. Winter would be upon them soon and he'd have a reason to be inside, locked away from the rest of the world.


  He heard someone enter his room, but he didn't have the energy to turn to see who it was. Movement caught his eye. Lucas walked across his room to stand by the window. He rested his shoulder against the wall and stood there, quietly staring.


  Gabe lay still, pretending to be asleep so Lucas wouldn't talk to him. He prayed that it would work.


  CHAPTER 2


  Lucas had seen Gabe Edgerton around the hospital before. The man seemed haunted and that intrigued him. There was a story behind those sad blue eyes, one he was dying to learn. He wanted to know all he could about the elusive detective, but no one knew anything about the guy. The man kept to himself; besides being friendly with his partner, that was it.


  Gabe was a large, intimidating man, but the way he went silent when Lucas talked to him spoke volumes. He chuckled to himself. It was always the big strong ones that wanted to be tamed. Made to surrender their control to someone else. By the look in Gabe's eyes, the man craved it. He wondered if Gabe even knew that was what he needed—someone to take his pleasure into their hands, control all his wants and desires. To give him a break from being in charge all the time.


  He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Just thinking about the man had his dick twitching in his pants. He loved the idea of bringing a strong, sexy man to his knees, to make him come undone with pleasure. To taunt and tease until he begged to be allowed to come. Yes, Lucas would love to have a few sessions with the good detective. It would probably help with the guy's attitude problem as well.


  "Isn't room one-twelve your patient?"


  Lucas looked up from the computer monitor where he was entering patient notes to see Connie standing next to him. "Yeah, what about him?" His heart skipped a beat. That was Gabe's room.


  "Dr. Perkins wants him to be checked on every so often to make sure he's okay. He said the bump to his head wasn't serious, but he said better to be safe than sorry." She held the chart out to him, then snatched it back quickly as he reached for it. "If you want, I'll go check on him for you. He's a cutie pie." Connie winked at him when he grabbed the chart from her hand.


  "No, I got this." A blush crept up his cheeks as she gave him a knowing smile.


  He'd moved to Kansas City after he graduated from college. The guy he'd been seeing lived here and he wanted to be near Samuel. He applied at Saint Christopher's Medical Hospital and got the position. A month after relocating, Samuel informed him he was moving to Tulsa. He'd fallen for another man and was moving to be with him.


  That pissed Lucas off beyond belief. He'd moved his whole life around to be with Samuel, just to have the man leave him for another. It hurt, but it didn't deter him from wanting to find someone to love. Just because it didn't work out with Samuel didn't mean it would never happen.


  Lucas believed everything happened for a reason; he just didn't know what the reason was at the time. Kansas City had grown on him and he had no desire to move away. And after getting his first glimpse of Detective Edgerton, he found a new purpose in wanting to stay.


  Finishing off his charting, he logged out of the computer screen and headed for Gabe's room. He didn't bother knocking. On the off-chance Gabe was asleep, he didn't want to wake him, and if he was awake, he didn't want to argue with the infuriating man.


  The room was dark, only lit when a bolt of lightning streaked across the sky, brightening the room for a brief moment. Lucas walked over to the window and gazed outside. It was raining buckets and the streets had started to flood. He just hoped the rain stopped by morning, when his shift ended.


  He turned to look at Gabe. The man's eyes were shut and he looked like he was resting peacefully. Lucas took the opportunity to take in the beautiful man. He wanted to laugh at the term beautiful because he knew if Gabe heard him say that, he'd get pissed. He hated when others got offended by the term, as if it were too feminine to call a man that. All human beings were individuals that had a beauty all their own, and Gabe had gotten his fair share.


  Gabe had the blackest hair Lucas had ever seen. No gray or white speckled the dark locks, just pure midnight black. He wore it high and tight with very little length on top. Even as short as it was, Lucas bet it was soft to the touch, like a baby duck's feathers.


  The skin that covered Gabe's muscular body was a light tan. Not dark, as if he sunbathed, but more as though it was his natural coloring. A nice olive tint to his skin tone.


  The most intriguing thing about Detective Edgerton was his dark, blue eyes. A deep, navy blue. Those eyes held a story. A story he'd give anything to hear, but the stubborn man seemed to be on the defensive all the time.


  The lightning flashed, followed by a loud boom of thunder. He saw the way Gabe tensed before the loud bang, as if he knew it was coming. Smiling to himself, he neared the bed. It appeared Mr. Edgerton was playing possum.


  He liked a good challenge and if Gabe was anything it was going to be just that, a challenge. It wasn't his typical move to pick up guys at his job, but he'd felt the jolt of attraction earlier, when he was face to face with Gabe. There was no denying it. He wanted Gabe Edgerton for himself.


  Taking a chance, Lucas ran his fingertips down the side of Gabe's face. A slight tremble fluttered across Gabe's body, and Lucas went a step further. He sat on the edge of the bed and continued to stroke the side of Gabe's cheek. Gabe's lips parted and a soft sigh seeped out.


  "Gabe, open your eyes." Lucas made his voice soft, but firm. He'd just given Gabe an order and he was curious to see if the man would follow it. Slowly but surely, Gabe opened his eyes. There was no hiding it—Gabe was aroused by his command.


  "Good boy," Lucas praised him.


  Lucas had lived the Dom lifestyle for the past couple of years. He had a friend who'd introduced him into the scene. Watching and learning how a man could master another's body was a thing of beauty. He wanted to be the one responsible for his lover's pleasure, to control when, if, and how he came. It was a sexual high for him to know another person had given him the power to protect and keep him safe.


  Trust was a powerful thing when given and he never took advantage of that trust, or demeaned his lovers. He wasn't cruel, like some who played in the scene. No, Lucas understood the need to let go and let someone else do the thinking for a while. It wasn't something to look down upon, but to be commended. It took a lot to hand yourself over to another, and he was grateful for the opportunity.


  "Why are you in here?" Gabe asked softly.


  "I came to see how you were doing." He ran his finger down the slope of Gabe's nose, smiling when he felt the shudder of his body. "How do you feel?"


  Gabe was quiet for so long, he feared the man wouldn't answer. Then, all too quickly, the spell was broken. The walls that had started to lower flew back up, locking into place. Gabe pushed away from him.


  "Stop that," Gabe growled. "Do you do this with all your patients?"


  Lucas rolled his eyes and stood up. It appeared Gabe would be harder to tame than he'd originally thought. "I was concerned for you and wanted to comfort you. Is that so hard to believe?"


  "I don't need someone to care about me. I'm perfectly fine."


  "Yeah, right." He laughed bitterly. "It looks like you're doing a bang up job at keeping yourself safe." He grabbed the remote and pushed the button to lift the bed into a sitting position.


  "I don't need your approval for how I live my life." He lunged for the remote but Lucas pulled back. "Give me that call button. I want a different nurse."


  Lucas took a step forward, hovering over Gabe. "You listen to me and you listen good." He took a deep breath, reining in his temper. "I want you to calm down. You need to relax." He held a finger to Gabe's lips when he started to argue. "I didn't give you permission to speak. So you will be quiet until I tell you otherwise. Do you understand?"


  He watched as several different emotions flickered across Gabe's eyes, but the one that lingered was lust. Gabe nodded his head slowly, and he could see the arousal in every small movement. From the way his nose flared, to the way his Adam's apple bobbed when he swallowed. Gabe was under his spell and Lucas had to admit it was a heady feeling. Gabe was a rather large man and he'd taken charge of him in a matter of seconds. Gabe craved to be submissive to another and Lucas was honored to be that man.


  Going about getting Gabe's temperature and blood pressure, he could feel the man's eyes tracking his every movement, as if quietly waiting for the next order.


  After writing down Gabe's vitals, he went to sit beside him again. Gabe had his hands balled up into tight fists at his sides. Tension rolled off him in waves; Lucas wondered why that was.


  "Are you ready to speak calmly to me?" Gabe nodded, but didn't speak. Lucas smiled on the inside. Gabe was a good listener. "Then you may speak now."


  "What do you want me to say?" Gabe whispered.


  Lucas placed his hand over Gabe's legs and rested across his lap. "I don't know." He shrugged. "What do you want to talk about? You, me, us?" He couldn't help winking at Gabe.


  Gabe's eyes widen at his question. The corner of his lip started to curve upward, only to fall when the thunder cracked outside the window. Gabe dropped his gaze to the bed and never looked up when he spoke. "I think it would be best if you left."


  "Why's that?" Lucas sat up and crossed his arms across his chest. It drove him crazy how one minute Gabe accepted what he wanted to give him, but in the next instant he turned cold, like he was bugging him.


  "Lucas, I don't know what kind of game you're playing here, but there is no us." He looked up. "Just get the fuck out of my room, now."


  He let out a frustrated sigh, but he did as Gabe requested. He stood up and headed for the door. "I'll have Connie take over your care until you're discharged in the morning. Good-bye, Gabe."


  Gabe didn't say another word and Lucas knew he'd been dismissed. He couldn't figure Gabe out—the man ran hot and cold. When he told Gabe what to do, he did it. But as soon as he'd try to get the man to open up to him so they could get to know each other, he slammed the door shut. If Lucas had to guess, someone had fucked Gabe up on the inside. Be it a parent or a lover, he didn't know, but he knew Gabe was scared to let his true nature surface and trust someone.


  Lucas returned to the nurses' station and got back to work on his charting. His feelings were hurt, but he wouldn't force himself on Gabe. That was one of his rules. If he wanted to get to know him better, it was up to Gabe to come to him. The man was holding back and it would do neither of them any good to force a connection between them.


  He had time, and deep down he knew Gabe would be worth the wait.


  CHAPTER 3


  The next morning, in the light of day, Gabe felt like a complete ass for the way he'd treated Lucas. And he hated to admit it to himself, but he loved the way Lucas talked to him. Telling him to be quiet and to relax in a tone that had a direct link to his cock. He damn near creamed his shorts when he called him a good boy.


  But then Lucas had to go and ruin it by saying he wanted to talk about them. He wasn't a fool. Lucas was young, attractive, and could get anyone he wanted. He probably had all kinds of lovers and Gabe would be just one of many.


  Fuck that!


  Gabe wanted a relationship. Wanted to trust someone with his deepest desires, but the thought of sharing that part of himself with another, just to have that man leave him, was too painful to think about. He wanted to believe Lucas was sincere, but he didn't know the man that well. Gabe couldn't trust Lucas not to hurt him.


  A knock on his door was followed by Eric walking into his room. "Hey there, partner. I came to drive you home. You ready?"


  "Just about." He smiled at his friend as he finished buttoning up his shirt.


  The nurse came walking back in with his discharge papers. He filled them out as she went over his follow-up care. When done, she left the room. Lucas had been true to his word and had another nurse see to his care. He couldn't blame the man for passing him off; he hadn't been too nice to him. But it didn't keep him from wishing Lucas was there now.


  A frown marred Eric's face as he watched the nurse leave. "Where's Lucas?"


  Gabe got up, sitting in the chair by the bed to tie his shoes. "He assigned a new nurse to me."


  "Why?"


  "Not sure." Gabe took his time with the laces, avoiding his friend's questioning stare—he could feel Eric's eyes on him, even without looking at him.


  "Bullshit. What did you do?"


  "Me?" He glanced up at Eric and pointed a finger at his chest. "Why would you think it was me?"


  Eric laughed. "Because I know you, and Lucas is a sweet kid. By the way you looked at him, I was pretty sure you liked him too." He sat down on the bed. "What happened? I was hoping you two would hit it off or some shit."


  He couldn't believe what he was hearing. Eric wanted him to hook up with Lucas? "He's too young for me." He said the first thing that popped into his mind.


  "Once again I call bullshit." Eric ran a hand through his hair. "Aren't you sick of being alone?"


  "I'm not alone. I got you and Anna and the boys."


  "You know what I mean. You've lived here for the last three years and you haven't had one single relationship. What gives?"


  "Nothing." Gabe didn't want to discuss his love life with Eric. He appreciated that he accepted him being gay, but he didn't need to divulge any facts about his relationships or lack thereof. "Can we please talk about something else?"


  Eric let the subject of Lucas die. Gabe didn't want to think about how he'd screwed up any chance to be with the nurse, but it was for the best. No good could come from a quick hook-up with the gorgeous man. Lucas would just break his heart, like Colby did. It wasn't fair to judge Lucas by what his ex-boyfriend had done, but Gabe wasn't taking any chances.


  "Excuse me, gentlemen," the nurse interrupted. "Detective Edgerton, what will it take to get you into this wheelchair?"


  Gabe shook his head. "I don't need a wheelchair. Really, I'm fine." He was still a little achy, but he'd be damned if he got rolled out of his room. His legs worked perfectly fine and he was walking out of this hospital on his own two feet.


  Before the nurse could get the chance to debate the matter with him, Eric spoke up. "Connie, don't worry about Gabe here. I'll wheel him out."


  Gabe narrowed his eyes at Eric.


  "If he argues with me I'll just shoot him in the leg." Eric chuckled.


  "All righty then, he's your problem now." Connie put the brake on the chair and left the room.


  "What the hell, man?" He stood up and grabbed his back as he headed for the door.


  "Just get in the fucking chair. I'll be your personal chauffeur—" Eric looked down at his watch, "—for the next five minutes. So don't bother arguing with me, just get your ass in the chair so we can get out of here."


  "Fine." He huffed out. He wasn't in the mood to fight over something so little with his friend.


  "You know, Gabe—" Eric grabbed his bag from his grip and threw the strap over his shoulder, carrying it out of the room, "—I'm not going to pretend to understand what you're going through. But I can tell that you're lonely, and all I'm saying is why not get to know Lucas a little better? If anything, you guys can become friends."


  Gabe tapped his fingers in a steady beat on the arm rest of the wheelchair. He was annoyed with Eric for butting into his personal life. Eric couldn't understand all the loss and hurt he he'd experienced over the years. He was happily married, with kids. As they rounded the corner, he saw Lucas leaning against the counter, his back to him. He held up his hand to stop Eric from continuing forward. "Let's take the stairs."


  "Are you fucking crazy? You must be if you think I'm pushing you down two flights of stairs in this thing." Eric started to laugh when he noticed why Gabe didn't want to go near the elevators. "Oh Gabe, my boy, it's Fate. Go on and apologize to the guy. You know you want to. Look how cute he is, standing there."


  Gabe snapped his head to the side at Eric's comment. His teeth ground together and he took a small step toward his friend.


  "Hey, I was just fucking with you." Eric held his hands up in surrender. "But one would have to wonder if you didn't like Lucas, why would you care if I thought he was cute?"


  His head rolled back on his shoulders and he silently counted to ten. Looking back at Lucas, then to Eric, he cursed silently under his breath. "Fine."


  Gabe stood up slowly, rubbing his side as a jolt of pain hit him with every step he took. The walk felt like it took an eternity. Part of him was excited, the other part nervous. He had to admit he was attracted to the younger man and wouldn't mind fucking around with him, but there was something else there. He craved more from Lucas, but he didn't know what. He walked up behind Lucas and tapped him on the shoulder.


  "Can I help you?" Lucas turned to look at him. "Oh, Gabe, what can I do for you?"


  Gabe looked over his shoulder at Eric, who gave him a thumbs up, then back to Lucas. "I wanted to say I'm sorry for my behavior last night."


  "Okay." Lucas nodded his head.


  "And maybe I could take you out for coffee sometime to make up for being such a dick." He was nervous that Lucas would say no.


  "I've got to say I didn't see that coming." Lucas crossed his arms over his chest and looked him over from head to toe. He squirmed under the intense stare. "You're not ready yet." Lucas turned back to the paperwork he was working on.


  "Huh?" He was completely dumbstruck, and a little disappointed. And what did Lucas mean by not ready? Ready for what?


  "See you around, Gabe." Lucas closed the chart and set it on the other side of the counter and walked away.


  All he could do was watch him go. He couldn't get his vocal cords to work and just stood there as Lucas walked out of his life.


  "Damn, that was harsh," Eric said as he pushed the wheelchair over to him. Gabe contained the growl he wanted to direct at his friend. He took a seat, without a word, and let Eric wheel him toward the elevators.


  The drive home was a quiet one. Eric dropped him off and promised to check up on him the next day. The captain had put him on administrative leave until the following Monday. So he had a lot of time to sit around and do nothing but think about a certain blond-haired, green-eyed nurse.


  He wasn't tired, but he went to his room and lay down on the bed. Closing his eyes, he thought back to the previous night, remembering Lucas's sweet smell as he sat close to him. He'd wanted to taste those plump, pink lips, but he'd been too scared to ask Lucas for a kiss.


  "Ugh!" He threw a pillow over his face. "What the fuck's wrong with me?" he mumbled into the soft surface.


  He wouldn't classify the way Lucas spoke to him as being rude or bossy, but sexy and intriguing. When he dated Colby, the older man would tell him what to do and make him beg for release. He liked that. He liked being able to relax and let someone else be in charge.


  Due to his large size, everyone around him just assumed he was the aggressor. Most of the time he didn't mind, but it got old. He'd been stereotyped into a part he didn't remember auditioning for. Just because he was a big guy didn't automatically mean he was the top. In fact, he preferred to bottom if truth be told.


  There was something about being ridden hard, at the mercy of his lover. It thrilled him. He longed to have someone treat him like he was precious to them. Being in love scared the shit out of him, but the more he shied away from it, the more he craved it. He wanted someone to take care of him for once; he needed a break from being this serious cop he'd become.


  Just thinking of the way Lucas leaned over the bed, burrowing his eyes into his as if he could see through the façade he'd built around himself, stirred his cock to life. The soft touch of Lucas' fingers on his heated skin had him moaning aloud for more of that delicious touch.


  Gabe threw the pillow off his face then brought his hand down to flip open the snap on his jeans. He eased the zipper down, freeing the heavy bulge pushing against its denim prison. Freeing his shaft from the confines of his boxers, he tugged the jeans down his hips, and pulled one leg free. He brought his knees up then let his legs fall open to the sides.


  He gripped his hard length in his hand and started to stroke his cock. Pre-cum dribbled from the slit, helping ease his movements. On every up stroke, he ran his thumb over the sensitive crown, causing a spark of electricity so strong he arched his back, lifting his hips off the mattress.


  He continued to pump his fist and brought his other hand up to his mouth. Sucking in two fingers, he licked the long, thick digits until they were nice and wet. He brought up his knee and dropped his slicked-up fingers down to his eager hole. He trailed them around the ridged ring of muscle then shoved them deep inside himself.


  Crying out his pleasure as he kept up the in and out motion, he fucked his fist. He pumped faster and faster, and then slowed down, trying to stave off his release. The need to come was so close.


  Gabe brought up Lucas's image in his mind. He pictured Lucas there with him fucking his body. Lucas took what he wanted and gave Gabe what he needed.


  That's my good boy.


  He could practically hear the praise coming off Lucas's lips. He sped up his movements. The sound of his hand rubbing fiercely against his engorged shafted was magnified in the quiet room. More cum oozed out the tip, driving him closer to the edge. He thrust his fingers deeper into his tight channel, pegging his prostate with every inward push.


  Cum for me now Gabe, be a good boy.


  His balls tightened up close to his body and he cried out Lucas's name as his pearly white seed painted his chest. He could almost feel Lucas's thin, long fingers digging into his skin as the blond nurse held him down and rode him until he met his own release.


  Gabe loosened his grip and let his softening cock lie against his thigh. His breath rushed out in short, hard pants. His ribs protested as the pain came flooding back. He grimaced from the slight pain, but he couldn't let that bother him. That had to be the best orgasm he'd had in years. Just picturing Lucas's fucking him drove him wild with lust.


  After lying still for a few moments to catch his breath, he eased off the bed and walked into his bathroom. He washed his hand and then wiped his chest free of his cum. When he was done, he looked at himself in the mirror. His cheeks were flushed and his eyes were glazed over with lust.


  Just the thought of Lucas had him feeling like this? He rested his hand on the counter top and dropped his head to his chest. He knew what he had to do, because if he didn't he would always look back on this time and say what if.


  Straightening his shoulders, he looked back into the mirror. "Lucas, you better not break my heart."


  CHAPTER 4


  Lucas arrived to work Monday afternoon for his shift. It had been a busy day in the ER. A lot of strange cases came in at night, and he'd been on the move since he walked through the door.


  It seemed to finally die down. He'd missed his mid-evening break and he was starving. He checked on his current patients to make sure they were settled and headed for the nurses' station to give Connie a heads up that he was going to take his dinner break.


  Rounding the corner, he almost tripped. Sitting in the waiting area was Gabe. He held a magazine in his hand, flipping through the pages.


  It had been a week since he'd seen Gabe last. He'd started to regret letting the man walk away without a fight. Gabe had plagued all his dreams. He'd jerked off to the sexy detective more in one week then he had to anyone else in the past several months. He wanted Gabe Edgerton, but he had to wait until Gabe came to him. By the looks of it, he finally had.


  Slowing his pace, he kept his gaze on Gabe. The other man still hadn't noticed Lucas was coming toward him. As he neared the counter, he stopped to talk to Connie.


  "Connie, I'm going to go get a quick bite from the cafeteria." He darted his eyes in Gabe's direction. "You going to be okay for a little bit?"


  She followed his gaze and a smile split across her face. "Well of course, sweetie." She shot him a wink. "Don't do anything I wouldn't do," she whispered.


  Out of the corner of his eye he saw Gabe stand up, walking in his direction. He smiled one last time at Connie and started moving toward the outer doors that led to the cafeteria, not bothering to wait for Gabe. He had a feeling the man would follow without a fight.


  Once out in the hallway, he slowed his stride for Gabe to catch up. "So, to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit tonight?"


  "I wanted to see you." Gabe walked alongside him now.


  "Why?"


  "Why?" Gabe jammed his hands into his pockets. Obviously getting frustrated with him. Lucas couldn't help but smile. "Why do you ask so many questions?"


  Lucas turned around, catching Gabe off-guard, his hands still trapped in his pockets. He placed the palm of his hand flat against Gabe's chest and pushed until his back was flush against the wall. "Why are you here, Gabe?" He said the words real slow, making sure Gabe understood.


  Gabe's eyes darted between his. "Because I wanted to see you." His voice just above a whisper.


  Lucas grinned at him. He curled his fingers into Gabe's shirt and pulled him down until their lips were just a breath apart. He looked into Gabe's shocked eyes, than back to his lips. The torture of not knowing what the man tasted like was killing him. He closed the distance and kissed Gabe full on the mouth.


  A deep moan rumbled from Gabe's chest and Lucas pushed closer to him. He teased his tongue along the seam of Gabe's lips until they parted. He briefly flicked his tongue inside, sampling the warm, moist cavern. All too soon he pulled away—not wanting to, but needing to. They were out in the open for all to see and he didn't want to take the chance Gabe would tuck tail and run away.


  "I'm hungry, let's get some dinner." Lucas grabbed Gabe's hand and pulled him along beside him, down the hallway.


  It was getting late and the cafeteria was empty of people. He pulled a pre-made salad out of the refrigerator unit and grabbed a bottle of water.


  "You want anything?" he asked Gabe.


  Gabe shook his head. That wasn't good enough for Lucas. When he asked a question, he wanted Gabe to respond to him.


  "I said do you want anything?" he asked slowly, punctuating each word.


  Gabe shook his head again. Lucas took a step closer to Gabe, getting as close to his face as he could. "When I ask you a question, I expect you to answer it. Are we clear?" His tone was stern, but not cruel. He wanted Gabe to understand early that he had to follow his instructions and trust him. Following a simple request, in the form of answering a question, was a good start.


  Gabe stared down into his eyes. His pink tongue snaked out to moisten his lips. "No, I don't want anything." He gave a little shake to his head.


  "That wasn't so hard, was it?" Lucas held Gabe's gaze, waiting to see if he'd bother answering him.


  "No, it wasn't." Gabe's cheeks reddened.


  They sat at a table that Lucas had picked out, and Gabe watched him eat. He was quiet. Lucas wasn't certain if he was waiting for him to speak, or if he was just too nervous to talk.


  "So Gabe, tell me a little about yourself." He stabbed at his salad then brought the forkful to his mouth.


  "Not a lot to tell, really." Gabe stretched his long legs out in front of him, relaxing back into his chair.


  "I'm sure that's not true. Talk to me, Gabe, I want to get to know you." He brought his fork back to his lips.


  Gabe released a ragged breath and ran a hand through his hair. "I'm thirty-two years old. I've lived here for close to three years now and you already know I'm a detective for the Kansas City police department." He shrugged his shoulders. "Not much else to tell."


  Lucas studied him for a moment. Gabe's eyes never fully met his. He was hiding something. Not wanting to push the man too much, he let the subject drop. He could get more from him later.


  "Well, since you're not feeling overly talkative, I'll tell you a little about myself." He pushed his dinner aside. "I'm twenty-five. I moved here from San Jose, California. The guy I'd been seeing got a job out here, so I did the cliché thing and followed him here."


  "Do you mind me asking what happened to him?" Gabe sat forward in his seat.


  "He met someone else and moved away to be with that guy," Lucas said nonchalantly.


  "That doesn't upset you? To love someone then to just be discarded like a piece of trash?" Gabe's voice slowly began to rise and his eyes turned cold. Lucas understood then where Gabe's closed-off nature stemmed from.


  "Why should it? It obviously wasn't meant to be." He gave a small shrug.


  "Not meant to be? You're not angry?"


  "Why? Will it change anything? No. Besides, if I was still with him, I wouldn't have met you."


  A blush worked its way up Gabe's neck. Lucas had to admit he liked the way Gabe responded to him. Gabe didn't say anything else. They sat staring at one another for a few more minutes. Lucas had to finish his shift, but he wasn't ready for his time with Gabe to be over with.


  "I hate to run, but I need to get back to work." He pushed his chair in and carried his empty containers to the trash can. "What time do you get off work tomorrow?"


  "I'm usually home between six and seven, why?" Gabe looked up from where he sat.


  Lucas stepped forward, in between Gabe's legs. "I'd like to make you dinner tomorrow night. Be at my house by six." He bent over to brush his lips against Gabe's. Not nearly long enough to soothe his need. He stepped back and turned toward the door.


  "I need your address?"


  "You're a detective. I'm sure you can figure it out," Lucas said over his shoulder.


  When he made it back to the emergency room, Connie questioned him to death about Gabe. He told her the truth—he still didn't know that much about the good detective, but he had every intention of finding out.


  CHAPTER 5


  He sat outside Lucas's house. All the lights were on and he could see Lucas walking around. Through the open window blinds, he could see he wasn't wearing a shirt. Gabe couldn't believe Lucas's careless behavior.


  "He's just begging to be robbed…or worse," he mumbled to himself.


  Lucas didn't live in a bad neighborhood, but crime could happen anywhere. Upset at Lucas for acting so thoughtlessly with his own safety, and angry at himself for caring, the hairs on his neck stood on end. He'd just gotten off a ten hour shift and here he was worrying about another human being. Becoming a police officer, then a detective, was his dream come true, but just for once he wanted to be able to turn off the protector persona for just a little bit.


  Taking a deep breath, he opened the car door and walked up the sidewalk that led to Lucas's front door. The soft sound of jazz hit his ears. He climbed the front steps of the small one-story home and knocked loudly on the door.


  It was only a moment before he heard Lucas coming toward the door. He couldn't help staring at the man as he came closer. Lucas had his light blue T-shirt thrown over his shoulder and as he got closer, he pulled the material over his head.


  Gabe swallowed deeply at seeing Lucas's naked chest. The muscles rippled as he tugged on his shirt. Smooth skin, no hair except for a dark, blond treasure trail leading below his waistband. God, he'd love to get on his knees and lick, kiss, and suck Lucas. To hear him call him his good boy one more time.


  "Hey there, stranger." Lucas smiled as he opened the door. "Call me crazy, but I knew your detective skills would lead you to my doorstep."


  He cleared his throat. "I'm glad you have faith in my detecting skills."


  Lucas laughed and the sound sent chills down his spine. Everything the man did seemed to lift him higher and higher. He wanted to please Lucas, but why? He barely knew the man. But deep down, it didn't matter. There was something about Lucas Jacques that called to something inside himself.


  "Well, I do." Lucas led him toward the kitchen. "Plus I had a backup plan if you bailed on me."


  "Oh yeah, what was that?" He had a feeling he knew what the answer was going to be.


  "I was going to call Eric and get your address." As they reached the kitchen table, he turned to face Gabe. "You can't hide from me, Mr. Edgerton. No matter how hard you try, you can't deny the connection we share."


  He couldn't speak. The boldness Lucas possessed was arousing. So confident and so sure of himself. Gabe desperately wanted to see what else he could be bold at.


  "Oh yeah." Lucas turned back around as he started to walk away. "Please remove your shoes. Just set them on that square piece of carpet right by the door."


  He laughed to himself as he toed off his shoes and put them aside.


  "What's so funny?" Lucas asked.


  "My mother used to make me do this. Always said it kept the carpet from getting dirty and worn out before its time." He cleared his throat as memories from so long ago choked him up.


  Lucas reached out his hand and caressed the side of his face. Gabe closed his eyes and welcomed the distraction.


  "Let's eat."


  And just like that Lucas stepped away from him and went about putting the food on the table. His touch was gone, but Gabe could still feel the warm, smooth fingers, as if Lucas had branded his skin.


  "Hope you like grilled chicken, broccoli, and baked potato."


  Gabe took his seat. "Sounds good. I'm not too picky." He chuckled. "It's rare for me to have a home-cooked meal. I usually get take-out or microwave something."


  Lucas dropped a foil-wrapped potato on his plate. "Well, not tonight." He watched as Lucas moved around the kitchen, coming back with drinks. Finally taking his seat, Lucas stared into his eyes. "I'm really glad you came over, Gabe."


  "Me too." And he really was.


  He was surprised how well dinner went. Lucas was a funny guy. He loved to talk and Gabe loved to listen. Hearing about his work at the hospital was interesting. The stories Lucas told about his job—some good, some bad—all had the same underlying theme. And that was that Lucas loved his job and, most of all, the patients he met and took care of. He was quite the amazing man in Gabe's eyes.


  The longer Lucas talked, the more his deep voice tickled at Gabe's soul, causing him to never want to leave the man's presence. He knew that was crazy. People left, and when they did they left nothing but loss and heartache in their path. Gabe wanted to get to know Lucas better, he really did, but he also didn't want to have to move again when things didn't work out and Lucas left him. They didn't live in a small town, but to see Lucas moving on with his life while he sat at home all alone wasn't acceptable in his eyes. It would hurt too much.


  What the fuck is wrong with me? I need to get out of here before I do something I regret.


  "Gabe, you okay?" Lucas put the last plate in the dishwasher. "You look like you spaced out on me for a minute there."


  He shook his head and stood up. "Yeah, I'm fine. It's getting late. I better be taking off."


  Lucas dried his hands on the towel he was holding. "How about one more drink first?"


  The overhead light caused Lucas's eyes to sparkle and shine and once again he was caught in the spell that was Lucas Jacques. "Sure."


  Lucas grabbed two beers out of the refrigerator and led him to the living room. Gabe sat down and took a long pull on his bottle. Lucas wandered around the room, shutting the blinds, closing them off from the rest of the world. Once he was done, he took a seat right next to him on the couch.


  Gabe fidgeted with the label on his bottle. The low lighting and closeness to Lucas had his nerves running crazy. The setting had become intimate and he just didn't know if he was ready for that.


  "Why do you keep all your windows open like that?" He gesture to the bay windows. "I could see you perfectly from the street, walking around in here. That's not very safe." He had to change the subject before he did something crazy—like let Lucas kiss him.


  Lucas stretched his arm out alongside the top of the couch. His fingertips resting against Gabe's neck. "You just can't shut it off, can you?"


  "Excuse me?" He looked at Lucas like he was crazy. "Shut what off?"


  "This whole need to protect the world twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, fifty-two weeks a year." Lucas's eyes bore into his.


  "It's my job. It's who I am." He was getting angry. Why should he have to defend himself for worrying about people's safety?


  "I get that, but who's watching out for you? Who's taking care of you? When is it your turn to just relax?"


  Gabe took a shaky breath as he felt Lucas's fingers sink into his neck, lightly rubbing the knotted muscles. He could feel Lucas's eyes on him, but he couldn't meet his gaze. If he looked up, Lucas would see the longing in his eyes to have just that. To have someone be there for him.


  "Gabe, look at me." When he didn't, Lucas tightened his hand around his neck until he looked up. "Don't ignore me."


  "What do you want me to say?" His voice sounded rough to his own ears.


  "Don't say anything." He moved until he was just an inch away from Gabe's mouth. "Just let me in."


  He shook his head. "I don't know if I can." Looking into Lucas's bright green eyes, he saw a hunger there that matched his own. He wanted to let him in, but he didn't know if he could survive it if he did.


  "Come with me." Lucas stood up and held his hand out for him to take. With courage he didn't know he had, Gabe grabbed Lucas's hand and let the man pull him to his feet.


  The hallway was dark, but he allowed Lucas to lead the way. Lucas pushed open a door and didn't bother to turn on the light. He tugged on Gabe's hand until he stood next to the bed. He shivered as Lucas ran his hands up and down his arms. Lucas's touch was soft and gentle in contrast to his hard stare.


  "I don't know what happened in your past and I don't expect you to just turn over all your control to me. But I want you to try." He held a finger to Gabe's lips when he tried to speak. "You need to let go, let someone else see to your needs." Lucas brushed a kiss against his jaw. "Let me take over for a while, let me be in charge of your pleasure." Another kiss to his cheek.


  Gabe's skin itched with raw need to let Lucas have the power he wanted. Coming back to Lucas's bedroom had been a mistake; between the moonlit room, soft bed, and the sexual being in front of him, he was lost to do anything else. He nodded his head.


  Gabe was held captive by Lucas's gaze as the younger man started to undo his buttons. He sucked in a breath when Lucas pushed the shirt up and off his shoulders. Lucas's touch sent shock waves directly to Gabe's cock. He jerked when he felt Lucas's hands at the waistband of his jeans. Lucas flipped the button free and pulled the zipper down slowly. The ping of each of the teeth breaking free sounded loud in the quiet room. Lucas took a step closer, invading Gabe's personal space. He shoved Gabe's pants down his thighs causing his cock to pop free, and lay heavily to the side in its aroused state.


  "Beautiful." Lucas moistened his lips as he stared down at Gabe's sex. "You have a nice cock, Gabe. Did you know that?" he asked as he stroked the length.


  Gabe nodded his head, his breaths coming out in short, hard pants. He couldn't bring himself to open his eyes, the pleasure too intense.


  Lucas gripped the base of his cock, hard. "I told you to answer me when I ask you a question."


  Gabe moaned and trembled at the rough handling. "Yes," he whispered.


  "I bet your past lovers saw this gorgeous cock and wanted you to fuck them hard and fast until they came without a thought about what you desired. Am I right?" The corners of Lucas's lips curled up as he pumped Gabe's dick in his fist.


  "Yes."


  "You know what I see when I look at this impressive cock?"


  "What?" He had to bite the inside of his cheek to chase away his rising orgasm.


  "I see you on your hands and knees before me while I fuck your ass with long steady strokes, making you beg for more. I can just imagine how beautiful this cock of yours will look as it bounces with every thrust of my hips. The sounds it will make when it slaps against your stomach as I fuck you harder and harder until you scream." Lucas reached up his free hand to pinch his nipple until the peak pebbled under Lucas's touch. "Would you like that, Gabe?"


  "Oh God, yes." Gabe felt like Lucas had just unlocked a door to his soul. He'd read Gabe's mind, knew what he wanted. More than anything, he wanted Lucas to control him, make him do all the things Lucas had just said.


  "I'm going to tell you what I want you to do. Do as I say without question and you will be rewarded. Do you understand me?"


  "Yes, I'll do anything."


  "Good boy. Now I want you to remove my clothes." Lucas put a hand to his chest when he started to move toward him. "Once you remove my shirt and then my jeans, I want you to fold them and set them to the side."


  What?


  Gabe wanted to argue that it would take up too much precious time. He wanted to go fast. He wanted Lucas to fuck him so hard he would feel it the next day. What was he playing at by wanting him to fold his clothes?


  "Do as I said, Gabe." Lucas's stare said not to debate him on the issue.


  With a heavy sigh, he removed Lucas's T-shirt. He brought the soft cotton shirt to his nose to sniff it before he folded it and set it aside. Next, he undid the snap on Lucas's jeans and went to his knees and pulled the well-worn material down his legs. He gasped in surprise when he saw that Lucas didn't wear any underwear. His cock sprang free, nearly smacking him in the face. Gabe could feel the drool pooling in his mouth. He wanted to taste Lucas so desperately that he moved forward and licked the tip of his cock.


  "Did I tell you to do that?" Lucas took a step back from him. He watched as Lucas went to his closet and pulled something out. The room was too dark for him to see what he'd gotten. "Stand up and turn around."


  Gabe, not sure what to expect, stood up. He turned to give Lucas his back as he waited for his next order.


  "If this is going to work Gabe, you need to listen to what I say. When we're playing, I'm the one in charge unless I say otherwise. Do you understand?"


  His body started to quiver as something thick and smooth was rubbed across his shoulders. "Yes, I understand."


  "Good boy. Now I want you to place your hands behind your back."


  Gabe did so without questioning him. Once Lucas wrapped the material around his wrist, he instantly became aware that it was rope. Oh God. His cock started to leak pre-cum and it pulsed with every beat of his heart.


  Once the rope was secured, Lucas turned him to face him. He applied gentle pressure to Gabe's shoulder and he went to his knees instantly.


  "That's my good boy. I want you to suck me until I come down your throat. I want you to drink down every drop without spilling any." Lucas ran his hand through Gabe's hair then tugged on the ends, tilting his head upward.


  Gabe swallowed hard as he stared into Lucas's eyes. The man's control was a thing of beauty that made his blood run hot. He pulled on the binding around his wrist. He desperately wanted to touch Lucas. "I want to touch you." His voice whiny to his own ears.


  "I know you do. Now be a good boy and put me in your mouth." Gabe dropped his gaze and moved toward the cock jutting from the blond thatch of hair surrounding it. "No." Lucas pulled on his hair again. "I want you to look at me while you pleasure me."


  Moving forward, he opened his mouth, never breaking Lucas's stare. The crown was soft and spongy as he swallowed it down. He let his tongue trace the thick vein running the length. He moaned, the sweet taste filling his senses. He wanted to close his eyes, to savor Lucas's flavor. Commit it to memory.


  His movements became unsteady as the lingering doubt that controlled his life jumped into his thoughts. He didn't want to think this wouldn't last, but life's lessons had shown him otherwise.


  He did his best to push those negative thoughts aside and sucked harder on Lucas's shaft. He wanted to lose himself in this man. Gabe wanted to forget everything, just for a little while.


  "Oh yeah, just like that." Lucas curled his fingers in his hair as he started to move his hips. He fucked Gabe's mouth without guilt and he loved it. "Suck me."


  Gabe wanted to touch Lucas, but being bound like he was added to his pleasure. He could feel the rope dig into his skin as he pulled at the restraint. He sucked harder and on the upward pull he stuck his tongue into the slit, trying to gather as much of Lucas's addictive elixir as possible.


  "Gabe," Lucas shouted as his head fell back on his shoulders.


  He started to choke as Lucas held his head in place, ramming his hard pole down his throat. At his gagging, Lucas loosened his grip. Gabe pulled back just a bit and swallowed around the swollen head as it erupted on his tongue. He hummed his pleasure at the sweet, salty taste that ran down his throat. He never wanted it to end.


  "Good boy," Lucas said as his breathing came back under control. He combed his hand through Gabe's hair as he continued to clean the softening shaft in his mouth.


  Lucas took a step back, pulling free of Gabe's mouth. He instantly felt the loss. Lucas sat down in the chair beside his bed. Gabe started to squirm under Lucas's lust-filled gaze.


  "Come here." Lucas curled his finger, beckoning him closer.


  Struggling to his feet, Gabe walked on wobbly legs to Lucas. When he stood right in front of him, Lucas motioned with his finger to turn around, so he did. He felt Lucas's warm fingers untie his binding and the rope fell free. Lucas rubbed at his wrist for a brief moment before he stood up and circled his arms around Gabe.


  "Let's lie down." He walked Gabe toward the bed. Once there, Lucas released him and climbed on top of the bed. He turned the blankets down and patted the bed beside him. "Get in, Gabe."


  He looked from the bed to Lucas's questioning eyes. The thought of sleeping in the same bed with Lucas thrilled him, but the soft skin pulled tight over his thick erection ached with the need to come. Every time he moved, his cock bobbed in the air, almost too painful to bear. Not wanting to upset Lucas, he crawled under the sheet, facing him. He stared into Lucas's bright, green eyes, silently pleading for him to touch him.


  "I know what you want." Lucas laughed lightly. "But you disobeyed me." Lucas held up a finger to emphasize his point. "And punishment for that is having to sleep with that long, hard, needy cock without bringing yourself to release." He ran a finger down the length of Gabe's cock and he instinctively thrust forward, seeking more of his touch.


  Lucas pulled his hand away and his words started to sink in. I can't come?


  "Why not?"


  "Because you need to learn to listen to the instructions I give you, and that also means you need to trust me. I'll only do what's in your best interest." He curled closer to Gabe's side. "I'd never hurt you, baby. I only want to bring you pleasure."


  Gabe barked out a laugh. "I find that hard to believe when I'm so hard my dick's ready to explode."


  Lucas grabbed his chin and forced Gabe to look at him. "It's all about control, Gabe. When I do finally let you come, it'll rock your world."


  "What do you mean by that?" He'd never partaken in any dominant/submissive games, but he'd always wanted to. Due to his size, he'd felt foolish asking another man to dominate him.


  "I think you already know. I can feel your heart beat double time in your chest." Lucas's hand felt heavy on his heated skin. "This excites you."


  "I… I've never done this before." His eyes dropped to stare at the space between him and Lucas.


  "Gabe… Oh baby, you're a natural submissive. You long to be led around, made to obey your master. It's not something to be insecure about." Lucas words soothed his nerves. "I think—and I say think since you won't open up to me… yet—that between your past, your job, and your size, people have always looked to you to take charge. Control their wants and desires. You live to please others, it's in your nature, but someone's abused that part of you and in return, it's hard for you to trust and let others in."


  He couldn't respond, because Lucas had nailed it. Lucas read him like an open book.


  Lucas closed the distance between them and kissed his lips. "I want you to let me in. I want to get to know you. Give us a chance."


  The promise in Lucas's eyes looked real. He wasn't lying. It was time for him to take a leap of faith and let Lucas prove to him that people didn't always leave.


  "Okay."


  CHAPTER 6


  Lucas came awake with a smile on his face. The warmth of Gabe's body caused him to sweat. It appeared Gabe liked to cuddle and Lucas loved that. His big sub craved love and affection, and he desperately wanted to give it to his man.


  My man?


  Rolling over and pulling free of Gabe's embrace, he stared down at the man who'd become his. A Dom always took care of his sub and showed him the respect and affection he deserved. But with Gabe, it was different. He wanted more than just bedroom play from the man. He wanted Gabe to be his. A part of his everyday life. He didn't want to jinx it by saying it aloud, but he wanted a relationship with him.


  Gabe grunted and rolled to his back. He took in the man as he rested. No stress lines creased his face, worry and doubt couldn't touch Gabe while asleep. He looked so young and carefree; Lucas knew then he had to find a way for the man to feel that way while he was awake.


  He played with the thick hair covering Gabe's chest. Combing his fingers through it and watching as the flesh underneath began to prickle into goose bumps. Lucas slowly started stroking his hand downward. When he reached the sheet that lay over Gabe's lap, he pushed it aside. Gabe's cock hung hot and heavy between his thighs, and Lucas accepted the silent invitation.


  Rolling to his knees, he leaned over Gabe and licked from base to tip. The taste of a day's worth of sweat and Gabe's own personal musk set his taste buds on fire. He nibbled around the ridge of the head, sucking as he ran his tongue in a circle around the flared crown.


  He looked up when Gabe groaned loudly. Gabe was half-awake and trying to stretch out his limbs. Lucas took the opportunity and climbed between his wide-spread thighs, using his shoulder to make more room. Finally in place, he swallowed down the throbbing shaft. His eyelids fell shut as he savored the tangy taste that was Gabe.


  Fingers dug into his shoulders as he bobbed his head up and down. His lips curved up around the thick cock in his mouth. Gabe's aroused sounds filled the room, racing against the hungry sounds Lucas made as he ate down Gabe's erection.


  Lucas shoved Gabe's length down his throat until his nose rubbed against the dark, curly hairs surrounding Gabe's cock. Oh so slowly, he pulled up, scraping his teeth along the steel rod of flesh. He could feel Gabe shake with desire as he pulled off with a pop.


  "You like that baby? You like when I suck this thick cock of yours?" Lucas spat on the plum-colored head and began pumping his fist on the length. "Answer me."


  "Yes, sir," Gabe said, a little breathlessly.


  He loved seeing Gabe lose control from his touch, but he really hated being called sir. Some Dom's required that title from their subs, but not him. He wanted to hear his name come off his lover's lips when they found their release. He liked knowing that they were aware of who gave them that fulfillment.


  "Call me Lucas," he growled against Gabe's nipple as he leaned forward, sucking the brown peak into his mouth.


  "Yes, Lucas."


  His dick twitched as his name fell from Gabe's lips. It sounded right. He wanted to flip Gabe over and ram his hard cock right into his tight, hot channel, but Gabe wasn't ready for that. Not yet.


  Trailing his tongue down Gabe's chest, he paused just centimeters over the glistening head. He let his hot breath fan across the hard cock.


  "You were such a good boy, not sneaking off in the middle of the night to seek out your own release." He kissed the angry head. "So I'm going to reward you. Would you like that, Gabe?" He waited patiently for him to answer.


  "Yes, Lucas. Please." Gabe fisted his hands in the sheet next to his hips.


  Without warning, he swallowed Gabe down again, hollowing out his cheeks to give a nice snug pressure. He used one hand to jack the length and the other to massage Gabe's firm round orbs sitting in his sac. As he continued to tease Gabe's cock, he could feel his balls grow tighter, pulling up close to his body. His boy was close.


  Lucas sped up his movements, and he could taste the pre-cum coat his tongue. Letting his spit run down Gabe's shaft, he smeared his finger in the wetness. Once the finger was nice and wet, he pushed it through the unyielding barrier between Gabe's cheeks. Gabe tensed and cried out at the first inward thrust. Soon Lucas set up a nice fast rhythm of sucking and fingering. Gabe thrashed around on the bed, but never grabbed him or told him what to do. He trusted Lucas to give him his pleasure.


  "I'm close, so close." Gabe's voice was rough and raw with emotion.


  He let the pulsing cock slide from his mouth and he stared up at Gabe. "Then let go. I've got you."


  Gabe gave him a look as though he was frightened. He had his work cut out for him, but Lucas wasn't going to give up. He leaned back down and sucked greedily. He wanted to taste Gabe's sweet cream.


  "Lucas!" Gabe screamed at the top of his lungs as he arched off the bed.


  Lucas curled the finger that was in Gabe's ass, rubbing over his prostate, prolonging his release. Gabe's body quivered and quaked in aftershocks. Lucas drank down all Gabe had to give and wanted seconds.


  As Gabe quieted and relaxed back against the bed, he let the softening cock slide from his lips. Gabe lay there spread-eagle, eyes glossed over, looking completely debauched. His own need sparked to life, and he crawled up Gabe's body until his knees rested on either side of his hips.


  He grabbed his cock and began to move his hand very slowly, rubbing his thumb against the head of his cock, spreading the pre-cum over the sensitive tip. Gabe stared up at him as he rubbed himself. He watched as his man's eyes dropped to stare at his cock. His control snapped when Gabe started to nibble on his lower lip.


  Picking up speed, he hissed out a breath as his orgasm clawed at the surface. His balls drew up, and a white hot spark shot along his spine, through his balls, and up his cock. White, hot cum spit forth, covering Gabe's chest.


  Lucas groaned as he came back to himself and slowed his hand on his over-sensitized shaft. He felt like his head was swimming in a fog. Gabe never touched his dick, but the way his eyes roamed over his body, Lucas could feel it as if it were an actual touch on his skin. He took a deep breath, than released it. Letting himself fall forward, he covered Gabe with his warmth.


  They stared into each other's eyes, and then Lucas moved in. He wanted to share his lover's taste with him. Gabe opened wide as he shoved his tongue deep, wanting to fuck his mouth like he longed to do to Gabe's body.


  The kiss lingered until it was just soft, light brushes of lips against lips. It was sweet and endearingly romantic. Lucas knew in that instant that he'd found the man he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. The hard part would be convincing Gabe that he wanted him just as much.


  Lucas propped himself up on his elbows and looked into Gabe's deep blue eyes. "That was amazing."


  "Yeah, it was. But also really sticky." Gabe began to laugh.


  He smiled down at him. "That's the best part."


  "Really? Why's that?" Gabe encircled Lucas with his arms.


  "Because now we can shower together." Gabe moaned as he ground his groin into his. "Doesn't a hot shower sound heavenly right now?" He dropped a kiss to Gabe's neck.


  "Fuck yeah it does."


  "Plus I work the day shift at the hospital for the next couple of days and I got to get a move on or I'll be late." He climbed off of Gabe then reached his hand out to his lover. Gabe took his hand without any hesitation, still smiling at him. Slowly but surely, he was knocking down the walls Gabe had surrounded himself with.


  After they showered, he made them breakfast. Gabe promised to call him later so they could make plans to see each other again. Lucas wasn't worried; he knew his man would keep his word and call him. If Gabe was anything, it was honest and loyal, and he loved that about him.


  CHAPTER 7


  They'd spoken on the phone over the last few days. The case that brought Gabe into the hospital had gone to trial and he had to give his deposition regarding what he and Eric had discovered about the car stealing ring that had been operating around town. He was extremely busy, but Lucas understood.


  The hospital had been short staffed, so he picked up some extra shifts to help out. A nasty flu bug was spreading like wildfire amongst the nurses, and he was just lucky he hadn't caught it yet.


  He'd just finished admitting a patient when Connie came to tell him he had a call on hold. After getting the patient settled in a room, he walked over to the nurses' station.


  "Hello."


  "Hey, Lucas. How's it going?"


  He smiled as he heard the deep timbre of Gabe's voice over the line. "Better now. You doing okay? I could tell the last few times we spoke, you were a little stressed." He worried that Gabe took on too much responsibility for everyone; he hated to hear the strain in his lover's voice.


  "I'm great now too." There was some shuffling before Gabe spoke again. "I've missed you," he whispered the words.


  Lucas's heart did a somersault in his chest. Just to hear Gabe admit that he'd missed him was a breakthrough. "I've missed you too, baby. When do I get to see you again?"


  "That's kind of why I'm calling." Gabe chuckled softly. "The jury came back with a guilty verdict, so I'm free tonight. Can I come over later?"


  He pumped his fist in the air. Gabe was just what he needed to end this long, busy day. "Do you even have to ask? Of course you can come over. I'll be home by seven, seven-thirty at the latest."


  "I'll be there."


  The call disconnected and Lucas couldn't hide the joy on his face. It had only been four days, but it felt like an eternity since he'd seen Gabe last. The phone calls were great, but they didn't replace spending time with Gabe.


  The day lagged on after talking with Gabe. Time seemed to click by so slowly it was like watching paint dry, waiting for six forty-five to arrive. Finally his relief got there, and he gave her the pass down. He'd just checked on his patients, and he handed over their charts to her.


  He grabbed his coat and bag and rushed to the parking lot. The drive home was a blur. All he could think about was Gabe. His deep blue eyes, short black hair, and muscles that went on for days. He loved how fit Gabe was. There was nothing better than having a hot, hard body beneath his as he made love to a man.


  Pulling into his drive, he saw Gabe sitting on his front porch. He was dressed in slacks, button down shirt, a tie hung loosely around his neck.


  Lucas parked his car. Gabe walked over to greet him as he climbed out. A smile broke out across his face at the happiness he saw in Gabe's eyes. He really did miss him.


  "Have you been waiting long?" Lucas asked.


  "No." Gabe shook his head. "But I'm glad you're finally here. I'm starving."


  Lucas laughed as Gabe followed him up the walk. He unlocked the door and stepped inside. They both removed their shoes then went to sit on the couch. He exhaled deeply as he relaxed back into the cushions. Exhaustion had sneaked up on him, and he was too tired to even try to make dinner.


  "How about we order a pizza? I don't think I have it in me to cook." He shifted to the side to look at Gabe. "That cool with you?"


  "Actually that sounds perfect."


  An hour later, one pizza down, they sat watching TV. A football game Gabe said he just had to watch was on. Lucas didn't mind. It was just nice sitting close to Gabe and spending time with him. He could picture doing this type of thing every day for the rest of their lives.


  When Gabe let his guard down, he was a different person. A person who just relaxed and enjoyed the moment. He talked and laughed like he didn't have a care in the world, and Lucas wanted to see more of this side of his man.


  "Aw, come on," Gabe groaned. "That was a shitty call."


  Lucas was drawn from his thoughts by Gabe's outburst. He looked over to see Gabe pouting like a little boy over a call the ref had just made. He looked so adorable in his upset state. Lucas couldn't help it, he started to laugh.


  "What?" Gabe asked, a little indignant.


  "You look so cute when you whine."


  "Oh, really? You think?" Gabe lunged and tackled him to the couch, pinning Lucas's hands next to his head.


  Lucas's breath caught as he stared up at Gabe. So handsome and confident. He never wanted it to end. All of a sudden, Gabe pulled back. The smile fell from his face as he pushed himself into the opposite side of the couch. Lucas didn't like the worried look on his face.


  "What's the matter, baby?" he asked, as he scooted closer to Gabe.


  "I'm sorry. I didn't mean any disrespect. I know you're the one in charge." Gabe couldn't meet his eyes as he spoke.


  He sat back and stared at Gabe then finally he absorbed what he was talking about. The fucking internet.


  "Gabe, baby, did you do some reading today?" He had a feeling Gabe had done a quick search on the Dom and sub lifestyle. It pleased him that Gabe wanted to gain knowledge about the subject, but Lucas didn't live the extreme Dom life like some did.


  "I did." Gabe looked up at him sheepishly. "I wanted to understand more about all this."


  "What did you think about what you read?"


  He shrugged. "It was interesting, but some of the things I'm not sure I could do. Like being led around by a leash, or being whipped. Not sure I'm into all that."


  "That's a relief. Neither am I." He sat up and kissed the side of Gabe's cheek. Gabe turned to him with a quizzical expression. "Baby, every relationship is different, and same goes for the sub Dom relationships. Some Doms live the life hardcore. Like being called master and sir. Even practice the things you said, but I don't. I like being in control and teaching my lover the beauty of letting another master their body and pleasure. There's no shame in letting someone else care for you."


  "So you won't be mad if I say no to some things?" Gabe fidgeted with his hands, as he waited for his response.


  "Oh God, no. I'll never force anything on you. We're equals, Gabe. I want you to be yourself. If you feel like pinning me down and kissing me or fucking me, I want you to." Lucas paused to let his words sink in. "But I do expect you to open up to me. Let me in your heart." He placed his hands on either side of Gabe's face. "I want you to let me love you the way you deserve."


  Gabe jerked away, but not before he saw the glistening of tears shine in his eyes. "Don't say shit like that. You'll just ruin it all."


  "Ruin what? I want you." It was really starting to piss him off that he was being punished for some other bastard's actions. Someone hurt Gabe and caused fear to linger in his soul, and in return he never let anyone else inside his heart.


  "We just met. How can you possibly know that?" Gabe snapped at him.


  Lucas gentled his tone. "Because I feel it here." He placed a hand over his heart. "I believe everything happens for a reason, and when you meet a person and feel that instant connection, you can't ignore it. Life is too short to sit around waiting until all the stars are aligned before you act on your feelings. Gabe, I want to be with you." He smiled up at Gabe, trying to ease his nerves. "I can't predict the future but I can promise I'll never intentionally hurt you. I care about you way too much to ever do that."


  Gabe gazed down into his eyes. A war raged across the blue depths. "People always say they'll stay, but they never do." A tear streaked down his cheek.


  He wrapped Gabe in his strong embrace, doing his best to let the love he felt seep into Gabe's skin. "What happened to you? Where's all this sadness coming from?"


  He was quiet for so long, Lucas didn't think he'd ever answer.


  "My father left my mother and me when I was just a teenager. He fell in love with a younger woman and divorced my mother to marry her." He laughed bitterly. "Started a whole new family with her."


  "That's terrible." Lucas's heart broke for Gabe; that had to be tough on a young man, having his life fall apart like that. "Did he not stay in contact with you?"


  "He tried, but I couldn't forgive him." He turned to hold his stare. "I looked up to him, he was my hero, and he went and wrecked it all. My mother never remarried. She said she couldn't go through that again. Said it hurt too much."


  "Oh baby." He combed his fingers through Gabe's hair, trying to soothe him. "I can understand that, but it doesn't necessarily mean that will happen to you."


  "But it did."


  Lucas was glad that Gabe had finally opened up to him, but what he was learning depressed and upset him on Gabe's behalf. No wonder he was so scared to accept Lucas. "Do you want to tell me about it?"


  "I feel like I should." Gabe took a deep breath, then sat up straight. "My mother died a year after I graduated from the academy. When I went back to the force, I met this detective." He laughed softly. "I thought he was the one. I loved him so much. I would've done anything for him."


  Jealousy at the way Gabe spoke of this man angered him. This relationship had happened before he met Gabe, but he hated hearing that at one time someone held Gabe's love and devotion. But that person destroyed it, leaving Gabe a broken man because of it.


  "We moved in together and everything was going great, or so I thought. He came home from work one day, just like my dad did, and told me he wasn't happy and had fallen in love with another man. Eight years of my life wasted."


  "I'm sorry to hear that, Gabe, but every relationship won't be like that." Lucas could hear the pleading in his own voice. He didn't want Gabe to close off any chance of them ever being together.


  "Lucas, don't you see? Everyone leaves in the end. Nothing's forever." His voice sounded so far away, detached.


  So much loss and sadness in Gabe's life. It truly was terrible, but Lucas wanted to change that. Wanted joy and happiness to reign superior in the inky pool of despair Gabe chose to live in. Life was about living and taking chances, because in a blink of an eye it could all be gone tomorrow. And being with Gabe was what he wanted more than anything, so he had to prove to the stubborn detective that they were meant to be together and that he was worth the gamble.


  "Gabe, look at me." He placed a finger under Gabe's chin and gently turned him his way. "I get that you've suffered and you're scared to believe in us, but just give me a chance to prove to you I'm not like them. Please don't punish me for the things they did."


  Gabe stared into his eyes long and hard. Lucas could see the cop in him trying to decipher if what he said was a lie. No matter how hard Gabe looked, he wouldn't see one ounce of doubt from him. Lucas was committed to being with Gabe, but he had to let Gabe come to that conclusion on his own. He just had to prove himself every day, prove that he was worth the shot.


  "Just give us a chance, baby." His voice raw with emotion. He wanted to give so many things to Gabe but he couldn't, not without Gabe's permission.


  "I think I'd like that." Gabe tucked his head into the crook of Lucas's neck, grasping him tight around the waist.


  "You won't regret it, Gabe. I promise." He kissed the top of Gabe's head and held on to his man as Gabe's body began to tremble. Letting go of his personal baggage had to be hard for Gabe. The man didn't give his trust willingly, and Lucas would earn that trust. He'd shower Gabe with all the love and affection that he possibly could. Because that's what you do when you love someone.


  CHAPTER 8


  Two weeks, three days, forty-three minutes, and eighteen seconds. Gabe had been keeping track of his time with Lucas like some sort of love-sick teenager. But he couldn't help it. He hadn't been this happy since he was a little boy. Even the time he had with Colby was nothing compared to what he shared with Lucas.


  After he poured his heart out to Lucas, they sat cuddled on the couch. Sharing sweet gentle kisses. He was a large man, but Lucas treated him like he was as fragile as a piece of crystal. Which in some ways he was, but Lucas didn't make him feel less of a man for it. No, Lucas did it because he cared about him, and Gabe loved knowing that.


  Ever since his mother died, no one had put him first. Then Lucas came along and tore down every one of his self-protecting walls. And for the first time in his life, he wasn't afraid. The more time he spent with Lucas, the more he learned about the man, and how he was true to his word. He attributed that to the caregiver in Lucas.


  He was getting antsy, though. They'd yet to have full-on sex. They kissed, jerked each other off, and engaged in oral all the time, but they hadn't consummated their relationship.


  Gabe blamed that on himself. Lucas was being respectful to what he'd suffered through and didn't want to push him too hard, too fast. And he loved that about Lucas. Lucas's gentle yet firm touch soothed all his doubts. Made him hungry to explore more of the wild streak he got glimpses of from Lucas.


  As Lucas explained to him, he wasn't the average dom. He liked power play and control, but he wasn't walking around decked out in leather, being overly demanding. What Gabe had seen in his research was nothing like the man he'd had come to know. Lucas was sweet and kind. But Gabe would be lying to himself if he said he didn't like it when Lucas grew dark and made him submit to his needs.


  When Lucas would bind his hands together or make him hold still, it was freeing. It was a vulnerability about himself he could control. If he didn't like what Lucas wanted to do, he could say stop and they would. Lucas was in control, but respected his wishes.


  It was different from the vulnerability he felt on the inside from first his father leaving him, then Colby. Those were the things he let ruin his life, caused him to shut everyone out. Being with Lucas helped him let go of that pain. Not only could Lucas treat a cut or a bruise, apparently he could heal Gabe's heart.


  Oh shit! I'm falling in love with him.


  "Hey Gabe, you okay?" Eric leaned across his desk to get a better look at him.


  He wiped his hand across his now sweaty brow. When had he fallen in love? Wasn't it too early for that?


  "Yeah, I'm fine." He smiled at his partner. "I think I'm just tired."


  "What? Is Lucas keeping you up all night?" Eric teased.


  "Like I'd tell you." He chuckled. "Unlike you, I don't kiss and tell."


  Eric was about to speak when Gabe's phone went off. He held up a finger, signaling to Eric to wait a second. Looking down, he saw Lucas's number flash across the screen. A smile a mile wide broke across his face.


  "Hello Mr. Jacques, how are you doing this fine afternoon?" He couldn't hide the happiness that warmed his heart just by talking to Lucas.


  "Someone's happy today, aren't they?"


  "I'm always happy."


  "Bullshit. Only when you're with Lucas," Eric hollered from his side of the desk.


  "Eric, don't you have to finish filling out that report? Jackass," he mumbled under his breath. He turned his chair away from Eric to gain a little privacy.


  "Oh, go easy on him. I love hearing that I make you happy."


  "I love it too." Gabe bit the side of his cheek. There he went, using that four letter word again.


  "Well, I'm glad. But I was calling for a reason."


  "And that would be?" Lucas sounded extremely giddy on the phone and it amped up his excitement.


  "Come to my house when you get off work. I have a surprise for you."


  "Oh really?" He knew he was glowing, but he couldn't help it. "Do I get a hint?"


  "Nope. Just get here as soon as you can. See you soon, baby."


  Lucas didn't wait for him to say good bye. He hung up the phone and looked over at Eric. "He has a surprise for me."


  "Last time Anna said she had a surprise for me, she told me she was pregnant with kid number three." He held up three fingers.


  "I don't think that'll be Lucas's surprise." He said a silent thank you that he was gay. He loved being around Eric's kids, but he didn't think he was cut out to be a full-time dad.


  The day droned on. He had some work to finish up on before he could leave the station, but promised he'd leave by seven at the latest. He was dying to see what Lucas had in store for him.


  He pulled into Lucas's drive around seven forty-five. The house was dark, except for the lone porch light glowing in the darkness. Like a beacon welcoming him home.


  He climbed out of the car and jogged up the steps. He knocked once, but Lucas didn't come to the door. So he knocked again, louder, but still no Lucas. Looking from side to side, he then tried the knob. It turned in his fist.


  Anger prickled at his skin at Lucas's carelessness. The man had to take better care of his safety. For all Lucas knew, he could be a robber.


  Pushing the door open, he stepped inside. He looked around, but he didn't see Lucas anywhere. His anger turned to fear. What if something had happened to him? He rushed down the hall to Lucas's bedroom. When he reached the entryway, he stopped. Lucas sat in the chair by his bed, staring at him. His heartbeat slowed at seeing that Lucas was okay.


  "Don't move," Lucas said, as he pulled the chain on the bedside lamp.


  Bright light flooded his eyes and he brought up his hand to block the glare. Blinking a few times, his eyes finally adjusted to the light. His attention landed on what appeared to be some sort of swing hanging from the ceiling.


  "Do you like it?" Lucas asked from his chair, never getting up to come greet him.


  Gabe looked to Lucas, then back to the swing. "What is it?"


  "It's a sex swing."


  His pulsed kicked back up. Did that meant they were finally going to have sex?


  "I want you to remove all your clothes, then walk over to me."


  He nodded his head and did as Lucas requested. First he removed his jacket, then his shirt. He toed off his shoes, pushing them to the side. Lastly he undid his jeans and pulled them down his legs. Once he stood fully naked, he slowly made his way across the room toward Lucas.


  "Good boy," Lucas drawled out, nice and slow. His gaze roamed over Gabe's body, leaving a tingling sensation everywhere his eyes touched. "I think we've waited long enough and I want to take things further. If that's okay with you."


  "Yes," Gabe answered as he tilted his head to study the swing, now that he was closer to the contraption.


  Lucas slapped the side of his thigh. "Come sit between my legs. I want to talk to you for a moment."


  Gabe dropped to his knees and scooted as close as he could to Lucas. He rested his head on his inner thigh. Lucas softly stroked his hair as he began to speak.


  "I had a friend from college who introduced me to his Dom. The man was older and more experienced in the scene then I was at the time. He taught me a lot of what I know and the one thing he taught me that I fell in love with was using ropes. The proper name is Kinbaku." Lucas's eyes lit up as he talked about his passion.


  "It's Japanese for tight binding. Over the years the modern term became Shibari, which means the same. The artful use of twine to tie up objects and such. They'd use thin ropes and tie the knots into patterns. When done correctly, it's beautiful." His words came out a little hoarse, as if just talking about it aroused him.


  He could feel Lucas's dick become hard through his pants. The bulge pushed at the side of Gabe's cheek and he rubbed his face against the hard length. "Is that what you want to do to me? Tie me up like that?" He began to mouth Lucas's cock through his pants.


  "If you'll let me, yes." He continued to comb his hand through Gabe's hair.


  Placing one more wet kiss to the head of Lucas's dick, he stood up. "I want you to."


  Lucas smiled up at him then stood up. Gabe lowered his head the fraction it took to press his lips against Lucas's. Lucas wrapped a warm hand around his neck and deepened the kiss. Forcing his tongue past his lips, stroking, tasting every corner. Gabe moaned at the tongue-fucking Lucas gave him. All too soon, Lucas pulled away. He held back his displeasure as Lucas led him to where the swing sat suspended in the air.


  He waited patiently as Lucas collected the items he needed. The thrill of what was about to happen had his cock oozing juices. He loved when Lucas would tie him up, but this would be the first time he allowed him to use the bindings on his entire body. He hoped he didn't develop a case of claustrophobia.


  Lucas came back to him with a coil of rope. It was thin and white. Lucas wrapped the first section around his lower hips, pushing his erection out of the way so as not to tie it to his body. The knot was small, the end still long enough to proceed to wrap upward, connecting each knot about five inches apart.


  Lucas had been right, it was beautiful. The white rope stood out in contrast to his olive-toned skin, painting an erotic picture of his submission to Lucas.


  As the rope inched higher, Lucas looped it around his neck then brought the excess down to knot at the one on his chest. Lucas caressed his fingers down his chest, pulling on the bindings. A mischievousness lit up his eyes. He grabbed Gabe's hands and pulled them forward. Like the rest of his body, Lucas wrapped the rope around them. Once he was done, Lucas took a step back and stared at him. He nodded his head in approval.


  "Do you trust me?" Lucas asked him as he walked into Gabe's personal space. His eyes never leaving Gabe's lips.


  There was that dreaded question that always seemed to come up. But this time he was ready to answer without any hesitation. "Yes."


  "Good."


  Lucas guided him back toward the swing. He positioned Gabe to lie back in the straps that would hold him up. Lucas then placed each of his legs into a fabric stirrup, leaving him wide open for Lucas to do as he wished.


  "Place your arms above your head and keep them there. Do you understand me?" Lucas removed his pants and Gabe had to force his mouth to work.


  "Yes, Lucas. I understand." He reached his arms above his head and held them in place. The rope was smooth, but tight enough to bite into his skin, heightening his arousal.


  "You look so fucking hot, laid open like that for me." He ran a finger down Gabe's crease. He jumped at the touch. "Are you ready for me to fuck you, Gabe? Because I am. I want to ride you hard and fast until you can't take it anymore. I want to come all over you, marking you as mine." Lucas bent over, taking his cock into his mouth.


  The velvety warmth of Lucas's mouth caused his brain to short circuit. He didn't know if he would survive Lucas's erotic torture. "Oh God, yes… Make me yours. Please, Lucas. I want you," he begged for all he was worth. He didn't want to wait another second to have Lucas inside him.


  Lucas grabbed a condom and a tube of lube from the side table. He rolled on the thin latex then covered his length in the clear gel, never once taking his eyes off him. Gabe could see a fine covering of sweat shine off Lucas's chest. It pleased him to know that he caused his lover such enjoyment.


  Taking a step forward, Gabe felt the blunt tip of Lucas's cock brush at his opening. Not wasting a second Lucas pushed forward, burying himself to the hilt deep inside Gabe's tight channel.


  He cried out at the initial sting. Lucas pulled out slowly, then pushed his hard, thick length back in. After a few in and out movements, the burn transformed into erotic pleasure and his discomfort shifted into desire. He began to moan out his praise for his lover.


  "You like it rough, don't you? Come on Gabe, let me hear how you love the way I fuck you." Lucas tugged on the binding around his chest, pulling him up slightly.


  Gabe was amazed by the strength Lucas possessed. He wanted it all. No holding back. He wanted Lucas to drill into him so hard it would be etched into his memory, never to be forgotten, ever.


  He moaned and cried out his satisfaction. Lucas snapped his hips harder, causing the ropes to rub against his skin, setting him on fire even more. His cock bounced up and down, slapping against his stomach.


  "Oh God Gabe, I'm close. I need to feel you come around my cock." Lucas's breath came out in heavy pants. "Come for me, baby."


  Lucas took Gabe's shaft in his fist and started to pump hard. Gabe grunted from the strangling hold Lucas had on his dick. He was close. As he neared the edge, he jumped into oblivion. Cum shot from his cock, covering his chest in his own seed. Fireworks went off behind his eyelids as his orgasm pulsed through him. Never had it been this good.


  "Ah yeah, that's it. I can feel you twitching around me. You make me so hot," Lucas growled down at him. "When I come, I'm going to cover your face in my cream. I want to see it paint your skin. You'd like that, wouldn't you?" When he didn't answer, Lucas pulled hard on his bindings. "Answer me," he said in a raspy voice.


  "Fuck yes, Lucas. Cover me, please."


  Lucas's rhythm picked up. He snapped his hips with such force, he sent the swing moving back and forth. It worked in time with his movements. Lucas cried out as he pulled from Gabe's body. He pushed the swing to the side and it sent Gabe's upper body swinging toward Lucas. He tugged off the condom and tossed it to the floor. Taking his cock in his hand, he pumped his fist lightning fast. After only a few jerks, he cried out. Hot, white cream splattered onto Gabe's face. Gabe opened his mouth, desperate to catch the salty goodness on his tongue.


  When the last drops left Lucas's cock, he fell forward, capturing Gabe's mouth in a jarring kiss that sent shock waves clear down to his toes. After a few seconds, Lucas pulled away and Gabe stared up at his lover.


  "That was amazing," Lucas gasped out.


  Gabe smiled up at him and nodded his head. "It sure was. I can't wait to do it again."


  Lucas began to laugh and he joined in. They were both thoroughly spent and his body felt heavy with exhaustion. Once Lucas untied him, they went to the bathroom where Lucas cleaned off his face. Then they fell into bed, cuddling close.


  As Lucas's heavy breathing filled the air, Gabe knew he'd fallen asleep. He lay there for hours, just holding onto to Lucas. Gabe wanted to tell him how much he meant to him. The fear that had held him prisoner for so long had started to fade. Deep inside, he knew what he felt for Lucas was love, but he'd wait just a little longer to tell him how he felt. For that perfect moment, like in the movies.


  Smiling to himself, he rolled to his side, spooning Lucas from behind. He wasn't afraid and he had a plan. Life was finally looking up.


  CHAPTER 9


  Lucas was down to work the night shift for the next couple of days. So he got up, got ready for work, then left to go surprise Gabe at work. Ever since the night they had sex, he could feel the change in Gabe. The man was slowly opening up more and accepting what they shared. It was like being around a whole new person.


  He parked his car in the parking garage and walked on foot to the precinct. It was an unusually warm autumn day, so he wanted to get as much fresh air as possible. Winter would reach the Midwest soon, and then he'd long for summer once again. But maybe having Gabe around, he wouldn't mind being trapped inside during the cold months. In fact, he prayed it snowed its ass off so he and Gabe wouldn't be forced to leave the bedroom.


  With a smile on his face, he walked down the sidewalk. He took the corner at Fifth and Vine. Just one more block to go until he reached his man. God, he loved saying that.


  The wind picked up and out of the corner of his eye he saw something fly past. Not paying any attention, he kept walking. The sound of a young girl screaming spun him around. A girl, maybe twelve, stood in the middle of the street; an SUV was coming toward her.


  Without thinking, he ran in her direction. The driver never slowed. It happened so fast. He pushed the little girl, sending her to the side, out of harm's way. For a brief moment, he was relieved—that was until everything went dark.


  ****


  "How's everything going with Lucas?" Eric asked.


  Gabe finishing typing up his report, then looked to his friend. "Great." He couldn't hold back his smile.


  "I'm happy for you, I really am. You're like a whole different person since you met Lucas." Eric came around his desk and patted him on the shoulder. "You deserve to be happy."


  "Thanks, man."


  "Edgerton, Shaw," the captain called to them. "Can I get the two of you to go down and question some witnesses in a car accident? Took place a block north of here. It appears a SUV ran down a pedestrian while texting and driving. The guy claims he never saw the victim standing in the road." He shook his head. "People and those damn cell phones."


  "We're on it boss." Eric saluted the captain. Who in return flipped him the finger.


  Gabe started to laugh. "That's what you get for being a smart ass."


  They walked the short distance to the scene. An ambulance took off down the road as they neared the corner. A crowd of people still lingered where the accident had occurred.


  Gabe would never understand the human mind. Why people wanted to see these terrible things was beyond him.


  Two patrol men were escorting the driver of the black SUV to the station for questioning. The guy looked a mess, babbling how he never saw the man standing in the road.


  "Can you believe that guy?" Harrison one of the cops on the scene came up to them. "Of course he never saw anything—the dumb bastard was playing on his fucking phone."


  "Hey, Harrison, give us a rundown of events here," he said as he looked around.


  "That little girl over there—" He pointed across the street to a young girl sitting on a bench crying. "—she'd just gotten off the bus and one of her school papers went flying in the breeze. She took off after it and it landed in the middle of the road. From what her friends said, she bent down to get it and never heard or saw the car coming. They yelled for her to get out of the way, but she froze. Scared the life out of the poor kid."


  "So who's our victim?" Eric asked as he looked from the girl to the blood splattering the road.


  "A bystander heard the screaming and ran to the girl. He pushed her out of the way, saving her life, but it might cost him his. When the SUV struck him, it tossed the man ten feet in the air. He landed in the middle of the street. He didn't look good. If the driver had been going any faster, we would've been calling the morgue, not an ambulance."


  "We get the picture," Gabe said as he looked at the debris littering the road.


  "You got a name on the vic?" Eric took out his pad and pen to take notes.


  "Nah, he didn't have a wallet on him." He looked up the street. "It might have fallen off him when the car hit him."


  "Eric, why don't you go question the girl and I'll go check the street for any info on the guy." Gabe started off up the street.


  He walked slowly, looking for any clues. If the guy didn't make it, he wanted to at least be able to notify the family as soon as possible. Taking a step, he kicked something with his shoe. Bending down, he picked up a square piece of plastic. It looked like a name badge. He flipped it over; an ice cold terror gripped his heart. He tried to scream for Eric, but he couldn't swallow around the lump in his throat.


  Turning around, he ran toward Harrison. "What did he look like?" he was able to grit out.


  "Who?" Harrison's eyebrows scrunched up in confusion.


  "The victim. What did he look like?" Gabe shouted at the top of his lungs.


  Eric rushed over to his side. "What's going on?"


  "He appeared to be about five foot ten, Caucasian, his hair looked to be blond, but there was so much blood it looked red to me."


  Gabe started to sway on his feet. "Oh my God."


  "Gabe, you're freaking me out. What's going on?" Gabe handed Eric the name badge. "Oh fuck."


  He pulled out his cell phone and dialed Lucas's number. It started to ring. His head jerked when he heard the first chime. His hand fell to his side as another police offer picked up a cell phone that laid by the curb.


  "This can't be happening?" His vision became fuzzy and he thought he'd pass out. Every minute he'd spent with Lucas flashed before his eyes.


  "Gabe, stay with me. Harrison, get your ass over here."


  He could hear the commotion going on around him, but he was too numb to do anything.


  "I need you to drive us to the hospital they took the accident victim to," Eric shot out the order.


  "Why?" Harrison asked as Eric guided him toward the squad car.


  "That man's Gabe's boyfriend." Eric pulled open the door and shoved him inside.


  "Oh jeez, I'm sorry, Gabe. I'll get you there ASAP." Harrison climbed into the driver's seat and radioed dispatch to see where the ambulance took Lucas.


  Tears pooled in his eyes when the voice over the radio said Saint Christopher's, the hospital where Lucas worked. They had the best trauma team in town. That's the hospital you wanted to go to for any reason. Good doctors and nurses who gave excellent care.


  The radio beeped and Gabe felt sick when dispatch informed him the victim coded in the van and they had to intubate. They didn't know if the man was going to make it.


  The rest of the ride passed in a blur. Time seemed to stop. Eric walked into the ER, where they were met by a teary eyed Connie.


  "Oh sweetie, I'm so sorry." She wrapped him in her warm embrace, but it didn't take away the pain.


  "How is he, Connie?" Eric asked the question he knew Gabe couldn't.


  "Not good, not good. He's got some broken bones and internal bleeding. They took him upstairs to surgery. They had to bag him in the bus. He hit his head pretty hard on the pavement. The doctors ordered a CT scan of his head. They think there might be some swelling of the brain." She started to cry. "It doesn't look good, boys."


  They took the elevator up to the third floor. The waiting room was crowded with nurses and doctors who knew Lucas. When they saw him walk in, they gave him watery smiles and sympathetic looks.


  Eric sat him in a chair and went to get him some coffee. It was a nice gesture on his friend's part, but it wouldn't help. Nothing would except him waking up to discover this was just a horrible dream and that Lucas was okay.


  But it wasn't a dream, this was reality. And all he could do was sit and wait.


  Please Lucas, don't leave me here alone. Stay with me.


  CHAPTER 10


  An excruciating pain woke Lucas. He had to pry his eyes open. Once he did, he instantly regretted the action. Bright light lit the room and he felt like his retinas were on fire.


  He tried to bring his hand up to shield his eyes, but he couldn't move it. Looking down, he saw a cast encased his arm.


  What the hell?


  He looked to the other arm and saw IV's taped there. His head began to ache as he tried to remember how he got here. The last thing he recalled was going to see Gabe and that was it. How did he end up in a hospital, his hospital no less?


  He angled his head to the side at the sound of soft snoring. Gabe lay asleep, in the chair beside the bed. He tried to laugh at seeing his tall muscular boyfriend trying to fold himself into that chair, but his throat was dry and it came out a harsh croak.


  As the air hit his throat, he began to wheeze. Gabe stirred at the noise. His eyes slowly opened. When he noticed Lucas looking back at him, he jumped from his chair.


  "Lucas. Oh my God, Lucas." His voice hysterical and quite loud to Lucas's ears.


  "Gabe," he tried to whisper.


  Gabe hit the call button and shouted for a doctor to come in. After he barked out his orders, he sat very carefully next to him, holding his hand.


  "Thirsty," he did his best to say.


  Gabe ran to the sink and filled the small pitcher, then poured some into the plastic cup on the table. He held the straw to his lips. Lucas took a small sip, not wanting to overdo it. The coolness running down his dry throat felt heavenly. After another sip, he relaxed back on the pillows.


  The bed dipped under Gabe' weight and he turned to look at his lover. "What happened?"


  "You don't remember?" Gabe asked.


  "No. All I remember is that I was going to surprise you at work. I had to work the night shift and I wanted to spend time with you before then." He racked his memory, trying to remember.


  "Honey, you were hit by a car." His eyes widened at Gabe's admission. "Yeah. A little girl ran into the road and you pushed her out of the way." Gabe's voice began to crack. "You're a hero."


  He wanted to comfort Gabe, but the doctor chose that moment to come into his room.


  "Well Mr. Jacques, welcome back to the land of the living," the doctor said with a smile.


  An hour later, after being examined and visiting with some of his friends from the hospital, he was finally alone with Gabe. The man looked dog tired, and he should. From what Connie said, he'd been there the entire two weeks he lay in a coma.


  "Thanks for staying, but you can go home now. You must be exhausted." He still couldn't believe Gabe hadn't left his side. Eric and Connie tried, but he'd refused.


  "I am, but I'm not leaving you for one moment." Gabe dropped a kiss to his knuckles. "I almost lost you."


  "But you didn't. I'm here. You can relax now." He was trying his best to calm the raging storms flooding Gabe's blue eyes. The man looked like he fought a battle and just barely won.


  "Relax? You want me to relax?" Gabe snapped at him. "I was just put through the wringer. The doctors only gave you an eighty percent chance of waking up without any serious head injuries. Do you know what that's like? To look at the person you love and wonder if they're ever going to wake up? Well, I did, and it fucking sucks."


  Lucas sat there and just stared at Gabe. He loves me. A huge grin curled his lips. "What did you say?"


  "I said I love you." Gabe's eyes fell shut.


  "Well, that's good to know, because I love you too."


  Gabe looked up into his eyes. "You do?"


  "I've loved you since the first day I saw you at the hospital. When you walked in looking all moody and bothered, I knew you were the one." Lucas smiled as he remembered seeing Gabe that first time. The man carried himself in such a way that frightened people away, but not him. He saw the caring and loving soul beneath the tough guy persona. The man who needed someone to care about him.


  "I think maybe I did too, I was just too stubborn to admit it," Gabe confessed.


  "Will you kiss me?" Lucas asked. It had been two weeks, but it felt like only hours ago since he'd seen Gabe. He needed to feel Gabe's lips on his.


  "Do you even have to ask?" Gabe chuckled as he bent down, closing the distance between them.


  The kiss was slow and gentle. Everything he needed in that moment. He'd come so close to dying and leaving the man he'd fallen in love with. He almost left Gabe all alone again. That one thought burrowed a hole in his gut. He was different; he wasn't going to hurt Gabe like the rest. He was going to love Gabe until the day he died.


  With one last kiss to his lips, Gabe pulled away. He molded himself the best he could around him. Lucas tried to scoot over but with one broken leg, a broken arm, and loss of muscle tone from being conked out for two weeks, he literally couldn't move a muscle.


  Once Gabe got comfortable, he kissed the side of his head. "Don't scare me like that ever again."


  "I don't plan on it. I've got too much to live for."


  "I'm glad to hear that."


  He closed his eyes as Gabe rubbed circles over the top of his hand. "So Lucas, it's not so easy to jump out of the way of a moving car, is it?"


  Lucas turned to look at Gabe. A smile lit up his face. "Excuse me?"


  "That day I came into the hospital, you gave me shit for not jumping out of the way when I pushed Eric to safety. Remember?"


  He started to laugh. "Oh my gosh. You're going to throw that in my face now?"


  "Just proving a point." Gabe hugged him close. "I love you, Lucas Jacques."


  "I love you too, my good boy." Lucas couldn't contain his happiness.


  As sleep began to claim him, he sent up a quiet thank you to the hands of Fate. Because some things were meant to be and he couldn't have found a better partner than Gabe Edgerton.


  THE END
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  Three hot, buff, naked young men in a communal shower have all paused to stare at the viewer.
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  STEAMY


  by Vicktor Alexander


  CHAPTER 1


  Tabansi sighed heavily as he stepped into the building housing Elabore, the hottest gym on Kartas. It had been a very hard day for him and he was looking forward to blowing off some steam. He'd lost a patient on his operating table that morning. The young man had been caught in a fire that had been set to his home the night before, and his death had hit Tabansi hard. Tabansi had overheard the officers at the hospital talking about the accelerant used to burn down the home and he'd been shocked. Rodney had only been 21, the age that Tabansi had been when his partners had passed away. Tabansi shook his head slightly. He didn't want to think about his lovers, the ones that he'd seen his future with who had left him behind. He only wanted to focus on the here and now. The present. He'd worry about the past some other time…like when he was drunk and wasn't in complete control of himself. Even better, he'd worry about the past when he was standing before the Royal Marriage Group trying to give them a better explanation for why he was still an unattached coração and why they shouldn't force him back into another marriage soiree or prostitution. Yeah, that seemed like a much better time to think about the past and how much life had already fucked him over.


  Walking up to the check-in desk, Tabansi gave himself a mental shake and smiled at the young man sitting there, what was his name again? Oh yeah, Rocher.


  "Hi, Rocher," Tabansi greeted the younger man with a smile.


  "Hi, Dr. Vorlundiz. Are you coming in just for the steam room or are you coming for a workout?" Rocher asked him and Tabansi grinned broadly. He only ever came in to either work out or to use the steam room. He knew that there were other men in Kartas who came to Elabore for more…enjoyable pursuits, but many of them had never experienced the devastation that Tabansi had experienced. The loss of a loved one was hard. The loss of two was even worse, especially when it happened simultaneously.


  "I'm actually coming to work out this time, Rocher," Tabansi stated with a low chuckle. "I feel like I've been slacking a bit when it comes to staying in shape and you know, as a doctor, that's just not a very good example to be setting, especially when you tell your patients to make sure they exercise and stay in shape."


  Rocher nodded his head, his small white teeth coming out to nibble on his bottom lip. Tabansi was surprised at the stirring he felt in his groin. What was going on there? He hadn't been sexually stimulated in the last three years. Not since…


  Ruthlessly shoving away the depressing thoughts of his lovers, Tabansi once again focused on the sights around him. His eyes traveled over the room, taking in the exercise machines, the mats… the hard male bodies as they pushed their bodies to the limit. The room was filled with tall, broad-shouldered men as they worked out every area of their bodies and muscles. Tabansi's eyes mapped the planes of each man as he walked towards the locker room. He wrestled with himself, trying to call forth images of Christopher and Trevor, before realizing that even when the two men had been alive, he'd allowed himself to appreciate the scenery. He might not be ready to get involved in another relationship, but there was absolutely nothing wrong with checking out the merchandise. Tabansi moved on, skirting around the edge of the workout room as he continued to appreciate the fine male specimens that filled the building.


  Walking slowly towards the locker room, Tabansi found his gaze trapped by the sight of three beautiful men working out by the incline machine. Stumbling slightly, he stopped himself just short of running into the wall and cleared his throat. Looking around nervously, hoping that no one noticed his near-accident, Tabansi turned back towards the three gorgeous strangers. All three of them were standing around talking now, and Tabansi desperately wanted to be standing in the middle of their half circle. Not because he wanted to know what they were talking about but because he wanted to be surrounded by all three of them.


  An image of himself on his knees, mouth open as the three men jacked off over him flashed across his mind and Tabansi groaned.


  "Fuck," he whispered, pressing the heel of his hand against the front of the erection trapped behind his scrub pants.


  "Dr. Vorlundiz, are you okay?" Rocher asked from behind him and Tabansi jumped slightly at being caught. When the hell had Rocher walked up behind him?


  Clearing his throat again, Tabansi pressed a hand to his chest and nodded. "Y-yes, I-I'm fine," he stammered, his eyes moving unbidden back to the three men who were now making their way to the free weights. "Rocher, who are those men over there?" His gaze focused on the other men, he only heard Rocher chuckle softly behind him.


  "Which one are you talking about, Doc?" Rocher asked. Tabansi rolled his eyes. He knew that Rocher knew exactly who he was talking about. As a doctor, one of the best on Kardalas, he knew almost everyone there. He'd diagnosed, prescribed medicine for, operated on and generally treated almost every last one of them. These three men he'd never seen before and Tabansi was sure that he'd remember if he'd ever met them.


  "You know who I'm talking about, Rocher. The three new guys. Who are they?" Tabansi questioned again.


  "Taggart Undertson is the one with the blonde streaks in his hair. He's the new head of security for the king. He was actually born right here on Kardalas, but his parents have always kept him and his brothers under lock and key for some reason," Rocher pointed out, his tone hesitant.


  Tabansi nodded his head. Taggart was broad, his tan skin glistening with sweat as he lifted a set of free weights in his hand. As Tabansi watched, Taggart did eight sets of ten, his eyes capturing Tabansi's in the mirror. Tabansi took in a stuttered breath, his heart racing. Holy fuck, he thought to himself. He couldn't remember the last time someone had looked at him so intensely. Not even Trevor or Christopher had looked at him as if he was a tall glass of water and they had been lost in the desert for days.


  Fighting the insane urge to fan himself like a simpering miss, Tabansi turned his gaze away from the mirrors and looked over to Rocher. Why wouldn't the younger man cause this kind of reaction in him? While he found Rocher attractive, and there was no doubting that the cute blond was gorgeous, he didn't want to sit on Rocher's lap and spin like a top or play "horsey." Slightly disgusted with himself for once again being drawn to big muscles and a smile, Tabansi focused his attention back to the other man.


  "And the other two?" He asked, hoping to learn something that would put an end to his crazy attraction for the three men.


  "Jordy Dyer. Corbin Dyer-Carrington's younger brother," Rocher added. Tabansi gasped slightly.


  "He's the king's brother?" Tabansi asked, his brown eyes widening. How did he not know this? Where the hell had he been in the last year?


  Oh, yeah. The whole losing his partners thing.


  "Yep. The one and only. Jordy is a teacher. He's a big prankster though, so be careful around him," Rocher warned Tabansi with a grimace.


  There was a story there. One that Tabansi was determined to find out from the younger man eventually. Looking over at Jordy, Tabansi felt his cock jerk behind his pants, the bulge looking obscene by this point. Holding his folded hands over the front of his groin, Tabansi took in the appearance of the older man. Jordy was tall as well, not as tall as Taggart, but still tall. His brown hair was cut short and Tabansi was shocked speechless by the sight of the older man's green eyes that shone like emeralds. The sight of small wrinkles around the other man's eyes and lips gave testament to the fact that Jordy smiled a lot. Tabansi could definitely see himself laughing and having fun with the brown-haired beauty. Shaking his head to snap himself out of that crazy line of thinking, Tabansi turned to Rocher, intending to tell the younger man to not tell him any more when Rocher sighed softly.


  "Maddock Perrington," Rocher said softly.


  Tabansi turned to look at the final man, wondering what it was about him that would cause Rocher to react in such a way and felt his stomach drop. Dear God Andalusia. Had a man ever been as beautiful as Maddock Perrington? Tabansi's eyes slowly moved from the top of the extremely tall man's head, over his black hair, his broad frame with its muscles upon muscles, over the wide fingers and large hands that Tabansi could almost feel wrapped around his cock, over the man's thickly muscled thighs, tight calves and feet that were encased in a pair of white tennis shoes.


  "Fuck me," he whispered.


  "He just might," Rocher whispered back, "He's been looking at you since you walked in."


  Tabansi's eyes swung over to Rocher. "Really?" He breathed out. What the hell did he care? He shouldn't care. No, he shouldn't. He'd promised Trevor and Christopher that he would never be with anyone or love anyone ever again after they died. He'd been serious about that. He was determined to live the rest of his life without the two men who'd chosen him at his first soiree. Their relationship was unconventional on the planet of Kardalusia. Most marriage groups consisted of four men, theirs had only been three. They'd been unable to find another man who they all wanted. Trevor and Christopher were vastly different men. Trevor had been a fiery-tempered redhead, whereas Christopher had been a mellow brown haired man with hazel eyes and the sweetest smile in history. Trevor had been a police officer and Christopher had owned the biggest distributor of male clothing. They had been well-off. Tabansi had happily accepted that their marriage group was different and spent days getting to know the two men. He'd been devastated the day they'd received notice from the palace that their request to be an official marriage group had been denied.


  Trevor and Christopher had been adamant about not taking Tabansi's virginity until they could do so legally, without threat of punishment. They'd spent days, weeks, and months doing everything except actual penetration. Tabansi had been satisfied by that only because he'd been doing them with Trevor and Christopher. The three of them had begun to frantically search for the fourth person to complete their marriage group when a letter arrived from the House of Records stating that they had to either become a complete marriage group or Tabansi would be forced to return to the soiree house. Nothing had been more devastating to him. The idea that he would have to return to the soiree house at the age of twenty, when everyone else there would be eighteen or nineteen, had been a complete nightmare to him. He'd begged and pleaded with his lovers to find someone, anyone to join their group. Trevor and Christopher had been on their way home to him with news about the guy they'd found to complete their marriage group when they'd died in an accident.


  Giving his body a small shake, Tabansi blinked his eyes and stared at Maddock. What was it about the older man that caused such a reaction in him? The other two men aroused him, it was true, but Maddock caused memories of Trevor and Christopher to bombard his mind. That wasn't good. Not at all. He had to stop looking at the three men. He needed to get away and clear his mind. The best way to do that was to work out, right?


  Right.


  Turning to Rocher with a smile, Tabansi nodded to the younger man. He was a pro at putting on a smile in the most depressing of situations. He'd been smiling for the last year and no one knew that he was slowly dying on the inside. No one needed to know that he was just a shell of his former self. No one needed to know that he still cried himself to sleep. That while the king had been compassionate and allowed him to stay in the home that he'd shared with his lovers, he couldn't sleep in the bed that they'd all shared and had instead been sleeping in the guest bedroom or on the couch. How was he supposed to share the enormity of such heartache? How much did you have to trust a person to share the darkest parts of your soul with them without worrying that they'd either turn their back on you or you'd end up contaminating their soul? How strong did a person have to be in order to be able to bear the grief and pain of a friend, of another person, in addition to their own?


  People like that just did not exist. At least not that he'd ever met before.


  "I think I'm going to go ahead and change so that I can get my workout in before heading into the hospital. Thank you for indulging me, Rocher. It was a passing whimsy. I appreciate you not laughing in my face, though," Tabansi smiled before turning and heading into the locker room to change, forcing away thoughts of being spread out on a table while Taggart, Jordy and Maddock feasted on his body.


  CHAPTER 2


  Maddock watched as Tabansi walked into the locker room without a backward glance and sighed heavily.


  "Was that him?" Jordy asked him quietly. Maddock nodded. Gods and goddesses, when did Tabansi get so goddamn beautiful? The last time he'd seen the younger man had been the day that he'd met up with Trevor and Christopher and the two men had spoken to him about joining their marriage group. Maddock had been new to Kardalas, having moved there from Varnon after his training in law enforcement was complete. He'd never considered moving to the capital city when he had begun his lessons. He'd spent so many years wandering and avoiding his destiny in law enforcement that once he'd finally settled down and headed off to the academy he was pretty sure that he'd be stationed at Eggronti. Eggronti was a country filled with the roughest, meanest men ever born. Perhaps it was because Eggronti was also the poorest country on Kardalusia, but whatever the reason no one wanted to be in law enforcement in "Egg," so called because the water smelled like rotten eggs.


  He'd been in Kardalas for all of a month when he'd first met Trevor. The broad-shouldered red-haired man had fascinated Maddock and he'd been instantly attracted to him. When Trevor introduced him to Christopher, Maddock felt as if he'd hit the jackpot. He'd gone home directly into his play-room to check his toys, his floggers, whips, canes, etc. spending hours cleaning everything. The next day he'd met both men for lunch and when they'd shown him a picture of Tabansi, Maddock had fallen instantly in love with the light-skinned man. He remembered vividly the whimper that had escaped his lips and the laughter of Trevor and Christopher as they told him they'd had the same reaction.


  He hadn't needed any coaxing when they'd invited him to join their marriage group. The opportunity to be one of three men legally bound to Tabansi had been intoxicating to him. He'd been quick to go home and start tagging items to be sold and ones that he wanted to keep. Visions of Tabansi tied to his bed as he fucked the smaller man, with Trevor and Christopher fucking on the bed beside them had filled his dreams that night. Waking up the next morning and hearing everyone talking about the horrific shuttle accident that had taken the lives of the two men had ripped his world apart. The two of them had been rushing home to tell Tabansi about him and had wound up dead instead. Grief and guilt ate away at his insides. He'd attended the funeral and stood in the back of the church, his gaze trained on Tabansi as the young man cried and screamed out in grief.


  Maddock had lost his voice that day. Oh, he could still talk, but his sense of humor was buried in the ground along with Trevor and Christopher. His joy was ripped away from him with each cry from Tabansi's throat. Every smile he'd ever had and ever hoped to have melted from his face, with each thud of dirt hitting on Trevor and Christopher's coffins. His dreams for the future were mired in grief and guilt. The guilt he felt over being the reason for the other two men's excitement and rush to return home. Their desire to tell Tabansi about finding the fourth and final person to join their marriage group. His insistence they leave and tell Tabansi right then, rather than keeping him company had all led to the tragic accident. The fact he'd joined up with Taggart and Jordy in the hopes of offering Tabansi the one thing that he'd stolen away from the younger man earlier was a crapshoot. He could only hope that it worked. He desperately wanted to give Tabansi a future. It was all he'd ever wanted to give the other man.


  "He's gorgeous, man. Way more beautiful than that fucked up picture you keep in your billfold," Jordy snorted from beside him.


  Maddock turned to look down at his partner with a snicker. Jordy used humor and sarcasm to defuse the tensest of situations. Usually it was a welcome relief for Maddock. This time it only annoyed him.


  "Shut the hell up, JD. It wasn't like I could walk up to him and ask for a picture. As it is, once he finds out who I am, he's going to hate me," Maddock pointed out.


  "Man, stop being so hard on yourself. Seriously. You weren't responsible. It was an accident. Everyone knows that. You have got to let that go and move on. Guilt is not attractive on you. It makes you look washed out and old," Taggart said with a straight face.


  Maddock turned to look at the blond, his eyebrows pulled low over his eyes in confusion. Seeing the grin on the younger man's face, he let his lips lift into the barest hint of a smile and shook his head in fond amusement. Taggart and Jordy were godsends for him. He'd met them one night when he'd been trying to drown his guilt in a tidal wave of Scotch. Taggart had taken his glass from him and Jordy had pressed against his back. Before he knew it, both men had him pushed against the wall of the bar, with his pants pulled down and his cock leaking pre-cum. After they'd stroked him to a mind-blowing orgasm, he'd invited them back to his home and they hadn't left. It was eight months later and they were still there.


  He'd never tell them but it was exactly where he wanted them to be.


  "Shut that hole in your face, Tag, and let's get back to work," he ordered, his chest vibrating with the low growl of his words.


  "Now, Mad, you know how I get all turned on when you use your Dom voice on me," Jordy teased.


  Maddock's guilt released him momentarily and he gave a short bark of laughter, ignoring the looks of surprise on his partners' faces and turned back toward the free weights. Picking up a set of one hundred pound weights, Maddock pushed thoughts of Tabansi to the back of his mind, the same way he'd been doing for the last year.


  An hour later, Maddock walked into the locker room followed by Taggart and Jordy, his eyes scanning the room for a glimpse of Tabansi. The younger man had come out and run on the treadmill for a moment before going into the Pilates room to work out there. He'd finished five minutes before Maddock and his partners. While Maddock would argue the point, he knew he'd ended their session early today because he wanted to see Tabansi before the younger man left for the hospital.


  His eyes scanned the locker room area and when none of the men present had light brown skin and closely cropped black hair, Maddock felt the sickening weight of disappointment settle in his chest. Dammit. He was so hoping to see the younger man before he left. He didn't want to talk to him. He so didn't think they were ready for that… okay, he wasn't ready for that. He did want one last glimpse, however. One last look at one of the most beautiful men that he'd ever seen in his life.


  "Shit," he whispered in disappointment as he walked towards his locker, not paying attention to anyone around him. His mind played the buzzing noise of the uninterested while his gaze took on an almost laser sharp quality. The areas at his peripheral vision went hazy and gray, while the steps directly in front of him were sharp, crisp, the colors vivid and blinding as he walked towards his blue locker.


  He couldn't remember ever feeling so… low. Oh, wait. Yes he could. It was the day he watched Tabansi grieve at the gravesite of Trevor and Christopher. Dammit all to fucking hell. It always came back to that. To them. His life had become a series of glimmers of happiness tempered by devastating replays of Tabansi's heartbreak. What the fuck was he supposed to do? He had to figure out something. He had to do something to help Tabansi, to give the younger man a future, some happiness, so that the nightmares would stop.


  Shaking his head, Maddock's eyes closed as he went through every possible scenario he could think of to get him to help Tabansi. Stumbling when he bumped into someone, Maddock muttered out an apology, chastising himself for walking with his eyes closed… again. Jordy always teased him about his desire to be blind and while Taggart had reprimanded the younger man about his insulting statement, the blond had been laughing. Maddock didn't have a desire to be blind; he just wished sometimes that he couldn't see.


  He didn't want to think about the fact that they were exactly the same thing.


  "Oh, excuse me," a soft voice said.


  Maddock's eyes flew open and he looked down with a gasp. Standing in front of him was Tabansi, dressed in a pair of green scrubs, his white medical coat folded over one arm, a pair of white tennis shoes on his feet. Maddock looked down into the younger man's beautiful brown eyes and felt his heart melt once again. Was it possible to fall in love with someone at first sight twice? Once with a picture and the other when meeting said person face-to-face? If it was possible then Maddock surely was experiencing that phenomenon right then.


  His heart raced, beating out a staccato rhythm against his ribcage. His chest rose and fell with shallow breaths. He clenched his fists in an effort to restrain himself from reaching out and touching the high cheekbones of the gorgeous young man in front of him. He wanted to fall to his knees in front of Tabansi. He wanted to cling to the younger man's legs and beg him, plead with him to smile at him, just once. Maddock knew for certain that Tabansi's smile had healing powers. Tabansi's smile could heal every dark place within him. It could chase away the demons from his childhood. It could infuse his entire being with power. Tabansi's smile would give Maddock something he'd been searching for years: an anchor in the storm.


  "Don't worry about it. It was my fault. I need to stop walking with my eyes closed," Maddock whispered the words, afraid that if he spoke any louder the other man would simply disappear.


  "Does it make walking more interesting for you when you do it that way?" Tabansi asked with an almost hesitant smile.


  Maddock's heart melted into a puddle of goo at his feet. He didn't talk much now, but then he never had. He spoke less now that his entire existence was wracked with shame and clouded in darkness, even with the presence of Taggart and Jordy in his life. He'd dug a hole when Trevor and Christopher had died and he was having a hard time climbing back out of it, but in that moment he wanted to do nothing more than to sit down and talk with Tabansi about… everything. He'd never felt that way. Not with Jordy and not with Taggart. It was a new sensation. Different. Interesting. The fact that Tabansi was the one person on Kardalusia who made him want to talk was a miracle, amazing and scary all at once.


  "It is certainly an adventure," he responded softly. Tabansi's head fell back and his eyes glittered with mirth as the air filled with music. Well… music to him.


  Maddock inhaled sharply at the sound of Tabansi's laughter. The gleam of the other man's smile almost blinded him. The melodious sound of the younger man's laughter caused an ache in his chest. He'd done that. He'd made Tabansi laugh. Maddock swayed toward the smaller man slightly, like a flower in the wind and with a concentrated effort and small pinch to the outside of his thigh, stopped himself from lifting up the younger man and pressing him against the nearest locker in order to fuck him speechless.


  "Life is all about the adventure, isn't it?" Tabansi asked.


  Unable to speak, for fear of what might come tumbling out of his mouth, Maddock could do nothing but nod.


  "Hi. My name's Tabansi Vorlundiz. Dr. Tabansi Vorlundiz," Tabansi introduced himself, sticking out his hand for a handshake.


  Maddock lifted his hand and slowly, almost reverently shook Tabansi's delicate hand. Maddock was such a big man. So huge. He was afraid of crushing the smaller man's hand and he knew that Tabansi needed his hand for work. So he carefully shook the other man's hand and worked up the nerve to offer his own name.


  "Maddock. Perrington. Sheriff Maddock Perrington. KPD."


  Tabansi smiled at him sweetly and Maddock swallowed back the moan that threatened to come out at the sight of the beautiful man's full lips pulling up into a smile. Gods and goddesses, the things that he wanted to do to Tabansi. The things he wanted to teach the younger man. The ways that he wanted to tie him up and hear him moan and scream out his name. He wanted to fuck Tabansi so hard that the doctor couldn't walk for a week and slept for twenty-four hours. He wanted Tabansi to be his. To belong to him, Jordy and Taggart, and he was determined to do whatever he had to do to see that happen.


  "Nice to meet you, Maddock."


  "Nice to meet you too, Tabansi."


  CHAPTER 3


  Taggart watched as Maddock talked to Tabansi and felt his cock thicken behind the placket of his breeches. Fuck. As he looked closer at the doctor, finally seeing him in the flesh, Taggart grunted. Maddock's picture of the young man had not done him justice at all. Tabansi was all brown beauty, with a round ass that just begged for Taggart to kneel down and worship it. His mouth watered as he thought about burying his tongue in Tabansi's ass and listening as the younger man squirmed and cried out in pleasure.


  "He's fucking beautiful, isn't he?" Jordy said behind him. Turning to look at his partner, Taggart smiled.


  People often saw Jordy as someone who didn't have a serious bone in his body, especially when he told them that he had one very big, very serious bone in his pants. Taggart knew differently, though. He knew that behind Jordy's cavalier attitude, behind his jokes and pranks, the younger man was one of the deepest thinkers around. His philosophy on the caste system of Kardalusia was amazing. His theories on their monarchial system and his thoughts on education were inspired. Only Taggart and Maddock knew anything about that though. Jordy played his cards very close to his chest and only those that he'd deemed worthy were ever privileged enough to know that still waters ran deep in the brunet.


  "He's a work of art. A living, breathing, walking work of genetic art," Taggart agreed, turning to look back at Tabansi. He watched as the smaller man smiled at Maddock before walking away and breathed a sigh of relief. Thankfully Maddock hadn't said anything to make the young man slap him or storm off, so maybe, just maybe, they had a chance.


  Taggart's eyes followed Maddock as the older man strode towards them, his lips pulled up just slightly. To anyone else it would look like a smirk or a grimace, but Taggart knew what it was. Holy shit, Maddock was smiling.


  "Is he fucking smiling right now?" Jordy breathed out in wonder and Taggart nodded.


  Chuckling softly he stepped forward and wrapped his arms around Maddock's neck, lifting his head in order to place a kiss on the older man's lips. He'd intended for the kiss to be soft, gentle. Just a chaste meeting of lips, but as things often happened with his partners, he wasn't surprised when Maddock's lips pressed against his firmly, his tongue swiping over Taggart's lips seeking entrance. Opening his mouth on a sigh, Taggart groaned when he felt Jordy press against his back, the younger man's lips pressing against his neck. Drowning in a maelstrom of lust and passion, Taggart was dimly aware of Maddock and Jordy walking him backward toward the sauna, stripping off his clothes along the way. Usually Taggart would caution his partners to make sure that they picked up their clothes and had it locked up in their lockers, but in that moment he didn't care. His position as head of security for the King of Kardalusia and Maddock's position as sheriff afforded them the security that no one would steal their stuff from them. Something that Taggart would be thankful for after Maddock and Jordy fucked him stupid.


  Jerking his lips away from Maddock's lips he whimpered out a plea, "Please, Goddess. Oh fuck, Maddock, please fuck me." Reaching behind him he grabbed onto Jordy's right hip. "You too, J. Please. I need you both."


  He heard both of his men gasp and knew that he'd made the right decision. Double penetration was something that they rarely did, but Taggart knew that it was something that they needed to do right then. A celebration of sorts. They'd found Tabansi and made contact. Things were going like they needed to be going and Taggart couldn't think of anything better to do at that moment than to feel both of his men inside of him at the same time. Pulling Maddock's head back down toward his own, Taggart nibbled gently on the older man's bottom lip. Grinning at the growl that burst forth from the bigger man's chest, Taggart yelped at the feel of Jordy's teeth on the side of his neck.


  Stepping into the sauna behind Maddock, Taggart looked around the room and noticed the four other men that lay within. Hhhmmm. They'd never done it in front of an audience before. That could certainly be interesting, and if his leaking cock was anything to go by, it was something that definitely aroused him.


  "Get the fuck out," Maddock's voice was a low growl and Taggart chuckled softly. Apparently his fantasy of having sex in front of other people was going to have to wait.


  Taggart moaned as Jordy pressed himself against his back, his head falling back against his lover's shoulder. Jordy's erection pressed against the crease of his ass and Taggart's knees almost gave out as the younger man licked the pulsing vein in his neck. Jordy was extremely oral. Biting, licking, kissing, he did these things with an expertise that oftentimes left Taggart a bumbling idiot. This time was no different.


  "Why the hell do we have to leave, Sheriff? We're all men here. There's nothing that the three of you could do that we haven't all seen or done before," Poppington Thoreaux, the manager of First Kartas, the largest bank in the country, stated with a lascivious grin.


  "You've never seen us do it, Poppy, so again, get the fuck out," Maddock growled again.


  Taggart could only shrug his shoulders at Poppington as the other man stood with a disappointed groan and walked out of the sauna, followed by his two partners and brother. Taggart could understand the other man's disappointment; he was slightly upset that they wouldn't be performing for an audience as well. Opening his mouth to invite the tall, muscled, brown-haired bank manager back, Taggart found himself looking up into the blazing blue eyes of his lover.


  "Maddock?" He stammered. He'd seen Maddock aroused before, hell, he'd seen Maddock aroused a lot, but he'd never seen Maddock in need before. This was new and it yanked on the strings of Taggart's heart and wrapped firmly around his cock.


  "I need you, Tag," Maddock's voice was a whisper as he yanked Taggart to him and took the younger man's lips in a fierce kiss.


  Taggart lifted his hands up and shoved them into the taller man's black hair, opening his mouth to allow Maddock entrance in his mouth, and moaned as their tongues dueled for dominance. The press of Jordy's chest against his back sent a shiver of intense desire zipping up his back. Jerking his lips away from Maddock's, Taggart turned his head towards the younger man and lifted his head for the deep kiss that awaited him. There were hands everywhere on his body. They pressed against his sides, over his ass, his back, up into his hair. Closing his eyes, his head falling back, Taggart shivered at the feel of two sets of lips kissing and nibbling their way down his throat.


  "Gods, I don't need this torture. Fuck me. Please, just fuck me," Taggart pleaded after a while.


  "We have to get you ready, love," Jordy growled low in his ear, before Taggart felt the younger man slide down his body to kneel behind him. Taggart's limbs quivered as Jordy bit his left ass cheek before licking the mark.


  "Feel good?" Maddock asked him and Taggart grunted at the ridiculous question. Maddock's lips captured his own in a hard kiss, before the older man bit and pulled his lower lip slightly. The feel of Jordy's hands spreading the globes of Taggart's ass apart made the older man groan. When Jordy's tongue swiped its way over Taggart's tight, puckered entrance at the same time that Maddock sank to his knees before the blond and kissed his dick, Taggart felt his legs give out.


  "Holy shit," he whispered as Maddock's hands caught and lifted before the big man laid Taggart on his side gently with a dark chuckle.


  "I think he liked that, Jo," Maddock stated and Taggart desperately wanted to offer up a witty retort, but his brain had melted out of his ears, mingling with the sweat from his brow. The heat from the sauna and the press of the two muscled men on either side of him caused Taggart's skin to glisten with sweat. The press of Jordy's tongue into his ass and the wet heat of Maddock's mouth closing around his cock caused him to cry out in pleasure. Gods, he loved this. Loved the feeling of his lovers surrounding him, filling him, touching him. Taggart pressed one hand against the back of Jordy's head, pressing the younger man's tongue deeper within his ass, as he began thrusting his cock in and out of Maddock's mouth.


  "O-oil. W-we need oil," he stammered, hoping that someone somewhere had thought to bring some in the sauna and leave it behind.


  The sound of the sauna door opening and the clink of a bottle being set down on the floor would have snapped Taggart out of his arousal at any other time, now the sounds were merely an accompaniment to the melody of desire he played with his partners. Maddock's groan sent vibrations through his cock and Taggart hissed as he pressed his aching length deeper into his lover's mouth, the head entering the older man's throat.


  "Fucking hell," he groaned, whimpering when Maddock gently eased away from his dick. "No, no, no. Come back. Baby, come back," he pleaded. Maddock's low chuckle, like rich honey, flowed over his senses. Taggart's right hand pinched his own nipple before sliding down over the planes of his abs to his hard length, squeezing tightly, desperately seeking continued sensation. Wanting to come. Needing to come.


  "Goddammit, Blondie, you're so fucking sexy," Maddock's voice came out hoarse and sent heat blazing through Taggart's body.


  "Prove it," he challenged his older lover, grinning when Maddock growled low and stepped forward, already pouring oil over his cock and over Taggart's ass, where Jordy began to press his fingers deep into the blond man's pink pucker.


  "Fuck, yeah," Taggart groaned as Jordy shoved two fingers in his ass, pressing deep, the teacher's fingers sliding over the bundle of nerves within his entrance.


  "I wish you could see how good your ass looks with my fingers in it. The way your hole is clenching, trying to suck my fingers in deeper," Jordy moaned, his words sending heat through Taggart's groin.


  Taggart heard Jordy let out a deep moan and looked over his shoulder to see Maddock sucking on the younger man's cock as he pressed in a finger to join with Jordy's. Forcing the muscles to relax, Taggart felt his hole loosen and relax after a moment. Jordy and Maddock's fingers began to move in and out of his ass, stretching him, filling him, stars exploding behind his closed eyelids. Feeling another finger press deep in his channel, Taggart's back arched and he whimpered.


  "I'm ready. Fuck me now!" He implored his men, his orgasm approaching quickly, the tingle at the base of his spine alerting him to this inevitability.


  "I think he's ready," Maddock laughed.


  CHAPTER 4


  Jordy was about to explode. He was so happy that Taggart was ready; he was liable to fuck the man without adequate preparation the way he was feeling at that point. Biting down gently on the curve of his man's ass, Jordy wrapped a hand around Taggart's chest, pulling him upward and back against his chest. His eyes raked over Maddock's firmly muscled frame as the older man lay on his back on the floor of the sauna. Jordy released Taggart and watched as the blond crawled over Maddock's prone form and unable to stop himself, Jordy caressed the flesh of both of his lovers. Shivering lightly at the feel of the power encased beneath their skin, Jordy slid his eyes closed with delight.


  At the sound of Taggart's moan, Jordy's eyes flew open and he lay down on his stomach to watch as the long and thick length of Maddock's cock pressed into the tight channel of their shared lover. His moan joined with the other two in a chorus of desire and enjoyment. The image of Tabansi rose unbidden to his mind and at the thought of the beautiful caramel colored doctor's ass wrapped around his cock, Jordy growled low in his throat imitating Maddock's signature noise.


  "Come on, Die Hard, I want to feel your cock in my ass," Taggart groaned.


  Laughing at Taggart's special nickname for him, Jordy stuck out his tongue and licked from the base of Maddock's cock, where it was pressed deep in Taggart's ass and up Taggart's sweaty crease to his shoulders. Gripping his hard dick in his left hand, Jordy reached up with his right hand to Taggart's ass. Pressing two fingers into the man's tight chute, Jordy pulled his fingers out and pressed the head of his penis to his partner's hole and pushed forward slowly and gently. The tight, exquisite grip of Taggart's ass on his cock sent a hurricane of delicious feelings racing up through his entire body. The feeling of Maddock's cock against his own, both of them encased in Taggart's sleeve of hot velvet was almost too much for his brain to comprehend.


  Jordy's toes clenched and he bit down so firmly on his bottom lip that the coppery taste of blood tinged his tongue. Swallowing the blood, saliva and the moan of pleasure that dared to shoot forth out of him like a laser, annihilating anyone in the vicinity, Jordy paused. Looking down at where he and Maddock joined with Taggart, Jordy trembled.


  "You should see how fucking beautiful you look on my cock," he rasped out.


  "I bet I look even better when you're fucking me," Taggart retorted.


  Knowing that was Taggart's way of letting him know that it was okay to move, Jordy slowly pulled out before pressing back in until he could go no further. He hissed at the painfully pleasurable feel of both Maddock and Taggart around and against his cock. The tingle at the base of his spine alerted him to the fact that he wasn't going to be able to hold off much longer and pulling back, he thrust forward quicker, joining his groans with those of his partners. Maddock's cock moving and joining his in fucking their lover caused Jordy to groan the older man's name loudly.


  After that it was a blur of thrusting, gripping, hands touching, lips kissing and teeth biting. The sound of flesh slapping against flesh, moans and groans filled the sauna. Taggart's scream of delight and the clenching of his ass around Jordy's and Maddock's cocks caused the orgasm that the younger man had been fighting off to explode through the slit of his cock and flood Taggart's channel. The names of his two lovers on Jordy's lips filled the heated structure. Maddock's seed joined Jordy's in Taggart's ass and Jordy slowly and gently pulled out his now softened cock from inside the blond man's entrance.


  Falling on his back, Jordy gasped for breath. The sound of Taggart collapsing onto Maddock's chest sounded next, as did the slight oomph Maddock made upon impact.


  "Holy. Fucking. Shit-balls," Jordy moaned, tremors still wracking his frame.


  "I know," Taggart panted out next to him. Turning to look at his lovers, Jordy grinned at them both goofily as he felt the joy that infused his body spreading up to his brain and robbing him of common sense. This was more than just because of good sex… fantastic sex, actually. This was something deeper. Something that was both intangible and also the most real thing in existence.


  "Destiny," Maddock whispered, reading Jordy's mind.


  Usually when Maddock read his mind or finished his sentences it frustrated and annoyed Jordy, this time it just made him sigh and nod his head. It was good that someone else knew what he was feeling, shared the happiness and peace that had seeped underneath his skin and changed his DNA. The feeling that turned his world upside down just because he'd seen the man destined to belong to him, to them, forever.


  "Destiny," Taggart echoed Maddock, and Jordy grinned.


  "Fuck, yeah," he agreed.


  ****


  Jordy rushed into his classroom, out of breath and dazed. His little romp with Maddock and Taggart, while beautiful and delightful, had made him late for work. The sound of fighting reached his ears and looking up from where he'd been putting his attaché case under his desk, Jordy was surprised to see two of his prize pupils throwing blows in front of the entire class.


  "Gerald! Andrew! Stop that this instant!" Jordy yelled, stepping forward. He gasped in shock and paused as Kirk, Gerald's best friend jumped into the middle of the two boys, throwing a fist against the side of Gerald's jaw. What the hell was going on? Since when did Kirk fight with his best friend?


  Stepping forward Jordy grabbed the collars of Gerald's and Andrew's shirts and pulled them apart, Kirk stepping back behind Andrew.


  "What the hell is going on around here?" Jordy growled.


  "I was protecting Kirk, Mr. Dyer," Gerald explained.


  "I don't need your protection, Gerald," Kirk hissed.


  Turning eyes that he was sure were filled with confusion towards Kirk, Jordy questioned the black haired boy. "Kirk? What or whom do you need protection from?"


  "No one and nothing, Mr. Dyer," Kirk responded, his eyes moving over Andrew slowly as if assessing the injuries on the tall, black student.


  Clarity filled Jordy's mind and with a slight smirk at the fact he found himself in the middle of a love triangle, Jordy turned to the other boys in his Kardalusian Theological Studies class.


  "Who threw the first punch?" He asked them. While no one said anything, a number of the students' eyes turned to look at Gerald. With a nod, Jordy narrowed his eyes at the red haired student.


  "Gerald, go to the Headmaster's office. Inform him that I will be down to give him the details. I have to see Mr. Brown to the nurse's office," his tone brooked no argument, and in his favor, Gerald offered none.


  Coughing to cover the laughter that threatened to escape, Jordy turned to Jasper, his student helper. "Jasper, you're in charge. I'll be back in a moment," he instructed the tall, lanky student. His eyes moved over the faces of all his students with a stern glance. "You are to study about the revolution of Varnon in chapters seven and eight. There will be a quiz when I return," he informed them, ignoring their groans of protest.


  Looking down at Andrew and Kirk, Jordy motioned with head. "Come on, you two. We're going to go down to the nurse's office so that your eye can get looked at, Andrew. Kirk, you can sit with Mr. Brown and make sure that he gets back to class safely and in a timely fashion."


  Smiling at the way Kirk's head nodded enthusiastically, Jordy allowed both boys to precede him out of the door. An image of Tabansi flashed across his mind at that moment and Jordy barely held back a moan of desire. He didn't know why he'd suddenly thought about the gorgeous doctor, but it wouldn't do for him to walk into the nurse's office with a boner he couldn't explain.


  CHAPTER 5


  Tabansi smiled at the male student and declared him well enough to return to his class and his Biology exam. He chuckled softly at the young man's disheartened groan and sent him on his way with his medical advice to stay away from bad milk at home and to stop using charcoal to draw sores on his body in order to escape tests he didn't study for. The student grinned at him sheepishly and turned to walk out the door. Tabansi walked over to the sink to wash his hands and heard the bell from the front of the clinic sound.


  With a silent prayer to Andalusia for patience, Tabansi turned to leave the examining room and head toward the waiting patient. When his best friend Elian had asked him to fill in for the usual nurse on duty, Ashley something or other, Tabansi had quickly agreed. Elian was the coração to the royal marriage group and while the two men had grown up together, Tabansi was not stupid enough to say no to the person who was one of three people married to the king of Kardalusia. There was only one problem… Tabansi hated school. With a fiery passion that welled within his soul, he hated the hallways, the classrooms, the lunches. Hell, he even hated the textbooks. Had he not been born with the unmistakable tattoo of a heart with rings around it that declared him a doctor, he would have chosen a profession that required little to no classroom time whatsoever. Like cooking or gardening, anything that didn't require tests and schoolwork. His decision to take up Elian's offer had been spontaneous, something he'd chosen to do in order to escape the monotony of his life.


  He'd never regretted a decision so much in his life.


  Disgruntled by the fact that he'd be substituting for the ill nurse for a week, Tabansi walked into the front of the clinic and froze with a gasp. Standing in the clinic, waiting for him, was Jordy Dyer, with two students. Did he know that Jordy was a teacher? Did he know that Jordy was a teacher at that school? What the fuck was he supposed to do now? He had a hard enough time just going through the motions as it was, but to have one of the three men whose images had haunted him all morning standing in front of him was just too much.


  Swallowing back the whimper that threatened at the image of him and Jordy role-playing a teacher-student fantasy of his, Tabansi smiled at the two young men who stood with the gorgeous brunette.


  "Hello. My name is Dr. Vorlundiz. I'm filling in for School Nurse… Alex. No Adrian. A-Ansley… Ashley Cochran! That's it," he smiled broadly at finally remembering the nurses' name before returning his attention to the matter at hand, "You look like you got into a pretty bad fight there, young man," he said to the taller of the two students. The young black boy looked down sheepishly. Turning to the other student Tabansi could see no injuries, cuts or bruises on the pretty black haired boy and deduced that he was dating, or wanted to date, the older boy. Smiling over at Jordy, touched by indulgence of puppy love, Tabansi motioned for the two young men to precede him into the examining room. The touch on his arm caused him to stop short. Turning to look up at Jordy, Tabansi smiled shyly. With his heart pounding with excitement and fear, his hands shook slightly.


  Gods, when had he become so… fresh? New? Green? He'd almost been married before. He'd lived with two other men for years. Granted, the law prevented them from having sex with him since they were not an official marriage group, but that was beside the point. Yes, he was still a virgin, technically, but he was twenty-two years old, and practically on the shelf. So why the hell was he nervous as if this was his first time talking to a handsome man?


  "Yes?" He asked, mentally grimacing at how thin and wobbly his voice sounded.


  "I'm not sure if you know who I am, but my name is Jordy Dyer. You met one of my partners, Maddock, earlier today at the gym?" The taller man questioned him hesitantly. Tabansi felt his heart leap in his chest. Jordy was Maddock's partner? That meant that they were part of a marriage group. Perhaps Taggart was as well. Tabansi mentally sighed and calmed his racing emotions. He was getting ahead of himself. He wasn't ready to join in with another marriage group, though at this point, he really didn't have a choice. His time was coming to a close, he would have to find a marriage group soon or he was going to be returned to the soiree house and given one more chance. He would have one soiree to find a marriage group who wanted him to be their coração, their heart. He'd been lucky once before when he'd found Christopher and Trevor, but that didn't happen to everyone. The Royal Coração had been on his fourth and final soiree before he'd been chosen and married, and Tabansi had no illusions that he was more special than Elian. Besides, what were the odds that he'd find someone more perfect for him than Trevor and Christopher? No, it was just best for him to not get his hopes up. The worst that could happen is that he went to the soiree and no one chose him. Then he'd have to declare himself a spinster and lose his home and his status. There was also the dreaded outcome of losing his job as a medical professional and having to go into prostitution. While legal on Kardalusia, the insurance sucked and he would end up having to sell his body to multiple patrons just to make a fraction of the money that he made as a doctor.


  Realizing that he hadn't responded to Jordy, Tabansi pulled his mind forcefully away from his inner musings and dilemma and looked up at the older man. "Yes, I remember you. You were working out with Maddock and Taggart Undertson, right?" He saw Jordy's eyes widen before the beautiful green eyes, which shone with a touch of gold, darkened slightly. Tabansi found himself fascinated by the older man's reaction to his question. What had he said that so turned on the handsome teacher?


  Knowing that he was too shy to question the other man, Tabansi just smiled at Jordy instead.


  "Yes, Maddock, Taggart and I are all an official marriage group foundation," Jordy's words were offhanded, as was his tone, but the darkening of his eyes, the green turning almost black with the gold flecks looking like lightning bolts, belied that theory.


  Gods and Goddesses, could it really be that easy? Could the three men who had filled his thoughts all morning, the first three men he'd really and truly seen since Trevor and Christopher died, be the three men who would save him? He couldn't be that lucky. To have found people who wanted to rescue him from a bleak existence twice… was it even possible?


  "Would you have lunch with me, Tabansi?" Jordy asked him, the older man's voice low, seductive, like melted chocolate poured over ice cream. Tabansi felt himself melt as the words drifted over his skin. He wanted to close his eyes with his head tilted back and let the words rain down on him like a refreshing rain, arousing him, bringing him to climax.


  But he was pretty sure that he could get arrested for that.


  "Yes," he sighed instead, smiling tremulously at Jordy, wondering what the hell he was getting himself into.


  ****


  "So I'm standing there, lemon pudding dripping down my face, staining my white shirt and Taggart turns to look at Maddock and says, 'I really wanted to eat that, you know'," Jordy regaled Tabansi with another amusing story about his life with Maddock and Taggart, and Tabansi laughed. The two of them had spent their entire lunch period just getting to know each other better. Tabansi learned all that there was to know about Jordy. He knew that while Jordy was known as "The Prankster," he had a passion for numbers and history as well as theology and learning in general. He was a sexy nerd, something that had been used to describe his older brother, the King of Kardalusia, Corbin Dyer-Carrington.


  Tabansi picked up the napkin that sat next to his plate and covered his mouth as he tried to contain his mirth. He couldn't remember the last time that he'd laughed so hard. Trevor and Christopher had been great but their senses of humor were nothing like Jordy's. Jordy seemed to radiate amusement and hilarity and it was definitely a balm on Tabansi's still quite wounded soul.


  "So what do you do after work?" Jordy asked him and Tabansi raised an eyebrow at the other man.


  "I usually go home, whenever I get off, have some dinner or breakfast or lunch, depending on the time of day, and then I go to sleep. How about you?" His eyes traveled over the tanned skin of the extremely muscled man with his gold speckled green eyes. A very large part of him wanted to throw caution to the wind and strip naked before bending over the table with his ass pointing up in offering to the older man.


  As if he was aware of Tabansi's thoughts, Jordy's eyes darkened as his eyes narrowed. Leaning forward, his voice dropped low as he spoke for Tabansi's ears only.


  "Maddock, Taggart and I meet after work for a little cool down and cool off session at the gym. Nothing major, just some light exercise to work out the aggression from work. You should join us," Jordy invited him. It was perfect for Tabansi because he'd be able to determine just what he wanted to happen between him and the three other men.


  Did he want to set himself up for disappointment again? Did he want to expose himself to three men with the very large possibility that they would never be together? Was that something that he could handle going through again?


  As Tabansi stared into Jordy's eyes, he nodded his head vigorously. He could handle it. He'd make himself handle it.


  "I'd love to meet you guys to work out after work," Tabansi offered, anticipating seeing the three men shirtless and sweaty. Groaning softly at his thickening cock, Tabansi watched as Jordy's eyes darkened as if he knew what Tabansi had been thinking.


  With a smirk, Jordy sat back and said softly, "I look forward to seeing you there."


  "Me, too," Tabansi replied.


  Hours later Tabansi turned and started to leave the gym a third time, just knowing that he'd screw everything up the first time he opened his mouth to speak. Really, having idiotic conversations should be against the law so that someone would lock him up. He didn't relish the thought of being in jail, however. The thought of never being able to garden, cook or even see one of his patients again was a reality too grim to even bear thinking about. In that moment though, he would've given anything to be anywhere else other than where he was. This made absolutely no sense, since he was the one who'd agreed to meet Jordy and his partners at the gym.


  Taking a deep breath, Tabansi squared his shoulders and stepped into the gym, surprised at the lack of people within. Usually the area was filled with men working out and sweating all over the place. This time there seemed to only be a handful of men there and most of them seemed to be heading towards the showers, ready to change and go home. Tabansi smiled at Rocher, who sat behind the desk ready to check him in.


  "Hey Doc, you back for more?" The younger man asked him. Tabansi grinned a little and shrugged his shoulders.


  "You know me, glutton for punishment," he responded, his eyes turning of their own volition to the free weight area where Jordy, Taggart and Maddock all stood talking to each other, though their eyes were focused directly on him. Tabansi shivered. He felt like a piece of meat. Like he was completely naked and on display and the three older men were preparing to eat him. They looked hungry, starved actually, and it filled Tabansi with a confidence that he'd never felt before. He wanted to strut around the gym, show off his body and tease the other men.


  An image of himself, with the cocks of Taggart and Maddock in his ass and Jordy's cock in his mouth, filled his mind and the doctor gasped. He'd never considered such a thing, though he'd heard a lot of talk about it. Not too many Kartusians talked about sexual matters in front of "the unmarried ones." Being a part of a marriage group was the ultimate joy - the end goal for all Kartusians - and though he denied it to others, and sometimes to himself, Tabansi wanted the same thing. He'd lost his chance with Christopher and Trevor, but maybe, just maybe, he could have another opportunity with Jordy and his partners.


  Realizing that his thoughts and decisions were all over the place, not sure how he felt about the older men or himself, Tabansi thanked Rocher and headed to the locker room to change. He was here now; he might as well get in a good workout. Stepping into the locker room, Tabansi was startled by how empty it was. He'd been to the gym at different times on different days and he'd never seen the place as deserted as it was right then.


  "Hey, gorgeous, come here often?" a seductive voice said from behind him. Not able to place the voice with a name, Tabansi turned and his face pulled down into a frown to see Poppington Thoreaux standing directly behind him, shirtless.


  Tabansi forced his gaze to remain on Poppington's face. He wouldn't allow his eyes to trace the man's broad chest with its smattering of dark curls, the washboard abs or the thin waist that tapered off into powerful thighs and large calves. The bank manager was gorgeous, everyone knew that, but he was also known for being sexually adventurous and never committed to anyone. Poppington Thoreaux was not a stable man for a future coração to put their hopes in, especially one like Tabansi, who was running out of time to make a decision.


  "Hello, Mr. Thoreaux," he greeted the older man with a smile before turning back around and placing his bag into the designated area. Opening the small brown, leather case gifted to him by his boss at the hospital, Tabansi pulled out his clothes and set them down on the bench beside him.


  "Tabansi, how many times do I have to tell you to call me Poppy? Or hell, you can call me PT, Pop… Daddy," the older man chuckled. Tabansi felt a shiver go down his spine at the man's words. It wasn't that Poppington was a bad guy; he wasn't, at least not that Tabansi had heard. Still, it seemed as if the bank manager was running hard from or toward something and trying to grab all of the wrong people to take with him on the way.


  "I don't think that would be a good idea, Mr. Thoreaux. But I appreciate the offer," Tabansi said, smiling gently at the other man, hoping to take the sting out of his words. "Now, if you would please excuse me?"


  With that Tabansi turned and hurried off to one of the only changing areas in the gym that had a door on it and quickly changed out of his work attire and into a pair of tight black shorts, with a white sleeveless shirt. It was a little less than what he usually wore, but if he was going to figure out exactly what was going on between him, Jordy, Taggart and Maddock, then it was best to put his best foot, or rather his best body, forward. Stepping out into the main exercise area, Tabansi first saw Poppington standing to one side of the gym glaring daggers at Jordy, Taggart and Maddock. Wondering what the bad blood was about, but not wanting to engage in further conversation with the bank manager, Tabansi took a wide berth around the other man and headed straight for the three men that he'd come to see.


  CHAPTER 6


  Maddock watched as Tabansi walked towards them, the young man's steps measured and hesitant. He looked at them shyly before looking away again, though he continued to walk toward them.


  "Jordy, are you sure that he wants to be with us?" he questioned the younger man. Maddock's heart pounded in his chest as he watched the man who was the center of his deepest desires walking toward him, hips swaying gently. Maddock felt his cock harden and throb behind the fabric of his workout shorts and he swallowed back a groan.


  "I'm positive. You should have seen his face, Mad. He looked like he wanted to beg me to ask him to be our coração," Jordy informed him with a grin. Turning back to look at Tabansi as the younger man walked over and stopped in front of them, Maddock drew in a shuddering breath. The heady smell of Tabansi's scent, something that was a mixture of his cologne and his own natural body chemistry, washed over his senses and Maddock groaned softly.


  "Are you okay, Maddock?" Tabansi asked.


  Ignoring the twin grins on the faces of his partners, Maddock merely nodded at the young doctor, smiling gently. He inhaled sharply at the sight of the younger man's answering smile and turned away quickly. He had to get himself under control. It would do him no good to pounce on the young man without letting him make an informed decision about wanting to be with them or not.


  "So, do you know what area of your body you want to work out or are you just going to follow us around?" He asked, wincing at the harshness of his tone.


  Maddock heard Taggart's gasp, Jordy's groan of dismay and knew that he'd probably ruined their chance to be with Tabansi right there. Disappointment swept over his body and he felt his face burn with embarrassment. Turning back towards Tabansi, sure that the younger man would be walking away from them, Maddock was stunned when the doctor laughed instead.


  "I'm probably really cramping your style, huh?" Tabansi questioned him with a raised eyebrow. Maddock shook his head, slightly dazed by the younger man's reaction to his rudeness. "I don't really have to work out much. One of the perks in being a coração is that we don't usually tend to grow as big as the rest of you or really have to worry too much about gaining a lot of weight. I usually work out just to sort of maintain what little muscle I have."


  Floored at how much the doctor had revealed about himself in just that small bit of time, Maddock nodded stupidly and swallowed thickly. Gesturing with one hand, Maddock led the smaller man towards the corner standing punching bag and began to slowly describe the different techniques and positions that the doctor needed to use and maintain in order to keep his arms toned. Maddock stepped back and watched as Tabansi began to punch at the large bag. Maddock groaned as he watched Tabansi nibble on his lower lip and turned towards Taggart and Jordy, hoping they could distract the younger man for a moment, only to catch them watching Tabansi with the same look of hunger that he knew was etched on his own face.


  With a sigh of disgust at himself and his partners, Maddock turned back to the gorgeous caramel colored doctor and stepped forward to encourage him and give him a few pointers when his stomach collided with Tabansi's elbow. With an oomph, Maddock stumbled backwards, his hands rising to clutch his midsection. Opening his mouth to tease the doctor, Maddock froze at the look of horror and fear that had etched itself on the young man's features.


  "I'm so-so-so sorry, Maddock. I swear I didn't mean to," Tabansi stammered, his eyes filling quickly with tears.


  Maddock hesitated for a moment. What had happened to make the doctor so afraid of him? Or rather, so afraid of hurting someone they would be angry with him? Shaking his head mentally and deciding to leave the psychiatry to someone else, Maddock held out a hand towards the trembling doctor.


  "C'mere, Doc," he rasped out, his voice husky and breathless as he struggled to regain his air. Maddock waited anxiously as Tabansi took a hesitant step towards him, biting on his lower lip in an agitated manner.


  "I'm not hurt or upset, I just had the wind knocked out of me. It's okay," he assured the smaller man. Maddock smiled softly at the young doctor and felt his heart turn over at the small smile that quirked one corner of his lips.


  Maddock watched as Jordy and Taggart both stepped close around Tabansi, the three of them surrounding the smaller man and he wondered if they were frightening him for a moment. When Tabansi shivered, Maddock was sure that it was from fear and opened his mouth to tell the other two to back off when he heard the sweet sound of Tabansi moaning. Holy shit. The doctor was turned on by being surrounded by them. Talk about ego boost and a psychological hand job. Maddock felt his cock thicken behind his shorts and he huffed quietly. He was not some young lad of four and ten. He was a full-grown man, damnit. He would not walk around the gym sporting an erection.


  "You want us, don't you Tabansi?" Jordy asked the gorgeous doctor.


  "So much," Tabansi breathed. Maddock felt his cock jerk and a bead of pre-cum wet the front of his shorts. So much for not sporting an erection. He groaned softly in his throat and reached out a hand towards Tabansi's face, gently drifting his fingers down the younger man's cheek. He smiled softly as Tabansi's eyes drifted close and stepped closer to the smaller man. It was finally his chance to be close to the doctor, finally his opportunity to touch him, to kiss him.


  To make love to him.


  Remembering where they were, standing in the middle of the gym where anyone could see them, Maddock took a small step back and looked at his partners. He wanted Tabansi. He wanted him more than he could have ever thought possible. No matter how much he wanted him, though, he was not going to share the delicious form of the young man with the other men that were working out. Turning his head to the right, Maddock locked eyes with Rocher and gestured with his head towards the locker room. He knew that the unattached coração, Rocher, would understand, since the two of them had used the locker room once before. Rocher was hot, there was no doubt about it, and Maddock had enjoyed their time with each other, but Rocher was not Tabansi.


  He would not let this opportunity slip away, not before he got a chance to pound his thick, hard cock deep within the bowels of the light-skinned coração. Not before he got a chance to kiss, lick, touch and caress every silky, supple inch of the young man's flesh. Not before he got a chance to hear his name being moaned and screamed from Tabansi's lips. Not before he got a chance to make love to the doctor with Taggart and Jordy involved.


  Not before he got a chance to love Tabansi forever.


  Maddock blinked in surprise. Love? Had he seriously just thought the word love? Since when had he even entertained the thought? The emotion? The slim possibility that he was even capable of such feeling? It wasn't possible. He had no point of reference. He had never loved anyone before. He didn't know how to love someone. So while some part of him wanted to… love Tabansi, the rest of him was well aware of the fact that he was incapable of such an emotion. It was practically foreign to him. Being who he was… what he was, he was more likely to destroy someone if he truly loved them and he couldn't destroy Tabansi. He wouldn't allow himself to do it. He would just have to make sure that he kept things with the doctor purely physical.


  "We're going to go and hit the showers, Tabansi. If you decide you want us… all of us, then you can meet us in there," Maddock directed the other man, smiling down at the coração before turning on his heel and walking away, hearing the soft murmurs from his two partners as they followed behind him.


  "Are you sure that was the best thing to do, Perry?" Taggart questioned him, using the nickname for Maddock that he only used when he needed to feel secure and reassured. Putting his arm around the younger man's shoulders, Maddock drew the blond soldier close to his side as they stepped into the locker room.


  "We'll just have to wait and see," he stated, refusing to acknowledge the trepidation that clawed at his insides.


  CHAPTER 7


  Tabansi stood in silent shock as the three older men walked away. Were they serious? Were they actually offering Tabansi an opportunity to have sex with the three of them? Now? They were off their rockers! Absolutely insane.


  So why were his feet walking towards the locker room? Yes, he'd admitted that he wanted the three men but that didn't mean that he was going to have sex with them in the locker room. First of all, it was illegal for an unmarried coração to have penetrative sex with anyone who was not his marriage group. Second of all, what did he really know about the three older men? He knew they were gorgeous, yes, and what they did for a living. He knew they were nice and funny and sweet…but other than that, he didn't know anything about them at all.


  Tabansi glared at his feet as they carried him into the locker room and straight back to the showers where they came to an abrupt stop at the sight before him. Standing underneath the showerheads with their bodies glistening wet from the hot water and steam stood Taggart, Maddock and Jordy. They weren't looking at him at that moment; instead they were rubbing soapy hands over each other's bodies, stroking cocks and fingering assholes. Tabansi took a deep gulp. Gods and goddesses, he was supposed to resist the sight in front of him? He was only one man and he was a very weak one, for that matter.


  "Are you going to stand over there and watch or do you plan on joining us?" Taggart questioned him, the older man's voice drifting over to him, sending shivers down his spine. Tabansi took in a shuddering breath. This was it. Do or die. He had to make his decision right now. With a whispered plea to the god Andalusia, Tabansi pulled off his shirt and pushed down his shorts along with his drawers. Stepping out of his socks and shoes, Tabansi squared his shoulders and walked towards the miles of delicious, wet man skin in front of him.


  He was finally going to lose his virginity. Finally, he was going to get the chance to have sex and with some of the most gorgeous men that he'd ever seen in his life. Sorry, Christopher and Trevor. Just turn away, okay? Tabansi sent out the thought to his deceased lovers and turned his focus towards Taggart, the beautiful blond man who held a hand out to him. Reaching out his left hand, Tabansi accepted Taggart's grasp and felt himself being pulled into the older man's arms.


  With a gasp at the feel of Taggart's broad, muscled and very wet body pressed against his own, Tabansi gripped the taller man's shoulders.


  "Hi," Taggart said to him with a smile.


  "Hi," Tabansi whispered back.


  "Come here often?" Taggart teased him and Tabansi laughed in delight, feeling the tension seep out of his body.


  "Not really, but I'm hoping to cum soon," he responded and watched as Taggart's hazel brown eyes darkened to black with arousal. Tabansi gasped. Had anyone ever looked at him like that before?


  At the press of a large, hard body behind him and the sound of Jordy's husky groan to the left of him, he realized that someone had looked at him with that deeply stirring, gut clenching look of arousal before…the other two men in this marriage group. Tilting his head to the left at the feel of Maddock's lips pressing against his bare shoulder, Tabansi sighed. There were hands all over his body and with his eyes closed he couldn't tell which hands belonged to which man, but he didn't care. As a pair of fingers pinched his nipples, Tabansi's hips jerked forward, his engorged cock flopping up and down with the movement.


  "Gods, you're so beautiful," Maddock groaned the words against the side of Tabansi's neck.


  Tabansi opened his mouth to respond and found his lips captured by Taggart's, their tongues dueling for dominance. The feel of Jordy's mouth sucking one of his fingers deep within the older man's mouth caused a shiver to race up Tabansi's spine. With a tremble and a groan, Tabansi lifted his right hand behind him to bury his fingers in the wavy locks of Maddock's hair as the older man bit down on the skin of his neck. His senses were overloaded with passion and desire, lust clouding his mind as Maddock pressed his very large cock into the crease of his ass.


  Jordy's lips left his fingers and began to kiss, lick and nibble their way down Tabansi's side until he knelt to the side of the younger man. Tabansi's body trembled as Jordy's left hand gripped both Tabansi and Taggart's erections in his hand and began to stroke them.


  "Oh, fuck," Tabansi cursed as he tore his lips away from Taggart's mouth.


  As Taggart licked on Tabansi's hardened left nipple, Jordy took the heads of both men's cocks into his mouth. Groans filled the air as Jordy's tongue licked up and down the hardened shafts before sucking them back into his mouth. How have I gone this long without experiencing this? Tabansi thought to himself, before all thought flew out of his mind at the wet heat of Maddock's tongue in the crease of his ass.


  "Oh, Gods. Oh, Gods. Oh, Gods. Fuck. Shit! Gods DAMNIT!" Tabansi yelled out as Maddock's tongue poked and prodded at his tight entrance. He had done a lot of touching, groping and sucking with Trevor and Christopher but neither man had ever done this to him. His hips thrust forward, his cock rubbing against Taggart's, going further into the wet heat of Jordy's mouth. At the press of Maddock's finger against his tight hole, Tabansi tensed slightly. Was this really what he wanted to do? He didn't really know these men. What the hell was he doing?


  The slight nip on his balls caused Tabansi to jerk forward and forget all about his questions.


  "Uh-uh, Doc. You're ours, now," Jordy admonished him before sucking Tabansi's heavy balls into his mouth.


  "That's right," Taggart agreed, lifting his head to stare into Tabansi's eyes before dropping his head back down to the younger man's dark brown nipples and sucking the nub of the right one into his mouth.


  The press and slight burn of Maddock pressing in another finger caused Tabansi to groan and toss his head back. Maddock continued to lick and suck around the brown pucker of Tabansi's ass as he pressed in another finger. Tabansi had never felt anything like this before. His balls were being sucked on, his cock stroked against Taggart's, his nipples were being sucked and nibbled on, while his ass was being stretched and licked, all by the three most gorgeous men that he'd ever seen in his life.


  Tabansi whimpered in protest when Maddock pulled his fingers free and stood to his feet.


  "No, no, no. Come back. Please," he pleaded with the older man, a shiver racing down his spine at the sound of the older man's growl.


  "Oh, I'm coming back, baby, and I'm going to fill your ass with my cum. Do you want that?" Maddock asked, and Tabansi felt his knees give out at the implication. The only reason the other man would fill Tabansi's channel with his seed was if he planned on making Tabansi the coração of his marriage group.


  "Are you sure?" He asked hesitantly, his eyes wide as he looked around at the three men who all looked at him, their faces flushed with pleasure as they smiled at him.


  "Let me show you how sure I am." Maddock's voice was lower, gruffer as he coated his cock with the moisturizing soap provided by the gym. Lifting Tabansi up in his arms, Maddock walked backwards until his back pressed against the wall. Tabansi's eyes were wide as Jordy and Taggart both stalked towards him, their eyes dark and predatory as they watched him with Maddock. He could feel the press of Maddock's cock against his ass and Tabansi trembled with nervousness, fear and anticipation. He wanted this but he was a little afraid of what was about to happen. Elian had told him that the first time he'd been with his husbands it had hurt, and Tabansi was not into pain at all.


  He watched as Jordy knelt down before him and Maddock, lifting Tabansi's ass slightly and pressing his tongue into the younger man's guardian muscle with a groan. Tabansi felt Maddock pull his tongue out moments before he felt Jordy's fingers on his hole. Following the brunet's direction, Tabansi moved back slightly and felt as Jordy guided Maddock's cock towards his clenching entrance.


  "Put your feet on my thighs," Maddock instructed him, his large hands gripping Tabansi's hips. Following his direction, Tabansi placed his feet on the bigger man's thighs, gasping as the head of Maddock's cock began to press within his hole. Jordy's mouth on his cock distracted him and Tabansi thrust his hips forward seconds before Maddock pressed his large dick deep within the doctor's chute.


  "FUUUUCK!" Tabansi yelled, aware that he was alerting those who were still in the gym to what was going on but not caring at the moment.


  "Shit," Maddock groaned. "You are so fucking tight, baby," Maddock groaned, pausing to give Tabansi's body time to relax.


  Tabansi watched as Taggart pressed the head of his cock to Jordy's ass and then thrust inside at the same time as Maddock bottomed out into Tabansi's own ass, the head of his cock grazing against the younger man's prostate. Without warning, Tabansi yelled out in pleasure as his cum exploded from the top of his cock deep into Jordy's mouth. The room filled with the sounds of groans, moans, flesh slapping against flesh as Maddock thrust deeper and faster into Tabansi's ass and Taggart followed suit into Jordy's ass. Tabansi felt like a wet noodle, moaning as Maddock continued to pound deeper and deeper into him, Jordy's mouth on the younger man's now drained balls.


  Tabansi shivered and screamed out the names of the men making love to him as Maddock's cock grazed his prostate again.


  "Oh, shit!" Jordy moaned loudly, lifting his head away from Tabansi's groin, his hands joining Maddock's on the younger man's waist as he shot his seed all over the shower floor. Seconds passed before Taggart followed the brunet man over the edge of pleasure, groaning as he shot his sperm into the bowels of his partner.


  "Do you accept us as your marriage group, Tabansi?" Maddock's words sounded as if they were being growled out between gritted teeth.


  "Y-yes!" Tabansi answered.


  "You promise to be our coração?" Taggart's voice was filled with pleasure, his eyes heavy lidded as he stared at the light-skinned doctor.


  "Yes!" Tabansi cried out, staring at Taggart. His head swung to the right at the sound of a gasp, but he saw only the heel of the voyeur before Jordy's voice returned him to the moment, Maddock's cock swelling in his ass.


  "Do you accept us as your husbands from now until the God Andalusia separates us?" Jordy asked him.


  "I do. I do!" Tabansi babbled.


  "Do you promise… To. Be. Our. Center. Our. Soul. The. Core. And. Heart. Of. All. We. Are?" Maddock's body trembled, and Tabansi could tell that the older man was holding back his orgasm in order to complete the proposal ceremony.


  "Yes. I promise. Please, Maddock," Tabansi begged and with a roar he felt the wet heat of Maddock's seed pumping into his channel.


  Tabansi's head fell back onto the older man's shoulders as a rush of white light surrounded the four of them, wrenching another orgasm through his body as he screamed out in pleasure.


  He hadn't been looking for them, these three amazing men, but he'd found them. He had thought he would be spending the rest of his life alone, and for a man who'd spent years priding himself on making the right diagnosis, giving patients the right prescription, he was never so happy to be so wrong.
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  STUCK ON YOU


  by Anna Birmingham


  There's a fine line between love and hate. A few months ago, I'd have said that was a stupid cliché, a bit of poetic nonsense. My world could be easily divided into three groups: people I liked, people I didn't like, and people I didn't know. I believed that right up until the end of my second summer at college—the summer I met Logan.


  ****


  Chip, chip, chip. Scratch, scratch, scratch.


  The sound of hammers and picks echoed around me. The midday sun beat down and made the hot and dusty earth that much hotter and dustier. I sat back on my heels, dropped my pick and yanked my t-shirt up and off over my head, using it to wipe the sweat from my face. I wished I'd had the foresight to wear a bandana like several of my fellow students. I adjusted my baseball cap and took a long swallow from my bottle of water. Damn, it was hot.


  There were twenty of us out on this dig. Twenty of us who really should be doing something better than hacking away at sunbaked earth for days on end. I'd had this amazing idea that being on an archaeological dig for four weeks would be an easier credit than sitting through more lectures and turning in yet another report on the evolution of the Havasupai Indians. I figured that the same reasoning had been true for most of the people here. Sure, I loved history and the culture of our past, but I wasn't so sure that I wanted to be buried in it. Literally.


  I drained the remains of my water and cast a glance around at my fellow diggers. I knew a few from my classes, but there were several new faces—including Logan Buchanan and his delightful jock friends. Why the hell Logan had turned up here was a mystery to me. The guy clearly had no interest in anything that didn't come with a cheerleader attached. He was one of those guys who had no doubt gotten into Utah State on a football scholarship and was looking for an easy ride.


  Logan paused from his digging and looked up to see me watching him. His lip curled and he stood to tie back his dark blond hair into a ponytail.


  "Can't take the heat, Gabriella?"


  I shot him a look and pointedly ignored him, squatting back down to resume my own digging. My name is Gabe, but he insisted on calling me Gabriella. I suppose he thought he was being witty. His buddies and some of the girls on the dig did too. They hung on his every word. Not me. I just thought he was an arrogant ass. He knew that I was gay. I didn't particularly hide it from anyone. I assumed that's why he got off on calling me a girl's name. He didn't like me but to be honest, I didn't care. I wasn't gonna waste my time trying to be friends with a homophobic jerk.


  Not long after, Professor Carter called time for lunch and we all collapsed gratefully under the sparse shade of a nearby fir tree. I made small talk with some of the students, before lying flat on my back to enjoy the heat of the sun on my skin. I covered my eyes with my cap and folded my hands under my head, relishing the few minutes of freedom and laziness before we had to get back to work.


  I must have dozed off, because a sharp kick to my boot jolted me back to my senses. I became aware of some snickering above me and tilted my cap back to see Logan and his lackeys laughing down at me.


  "Catching up on some beauty sleep, Princess?" Logan smirked. "Although I don't think any of us want to know what, or who, kept you up last night."


  The lackeys all laughed at this pathetic attempt at humor.


  "Don't worry," I said, sitting up and shrugging back into my dusty t-shirt, "your delicate ears probably wouldn't be able to handle it anyway."


  Logan put his hands on his hips and looked me up and down critically. "Delicate? Now who's calling who delicate?"


  Ok, so I may not be as ripped as him, but I'm no slouch. I run and swim, but he didn't know that. Not that he'd care anyway. He only cared what he looked like and I hated to admit that the guy did look damn good, all blond and chiseled and golden.


  Shame that the insides didn't match up to the fancy packaging.


  Logan was still eyeing me with hostility, probably waiting for some sarcastic retort. I really couldn't be bothered and just pushed past him to return to my site.


  Logan flinched as my hand touched his bare arm and he jerked away quickly.


  "Don't worry, it's not catching," I said dryly, hoping he'd just get the fuck out of my space and go and annoy some other poor bastard.


  ****


  The site we were at was not far out of Moab, in the center of Utah. We spent each week at a campsite and returned to college on the weekends. A week is about as long as I can stand without an adequate shower. The ones at the campsite spewed out a passable dribble, but weren't exactly private and it was always a race to get everything clean in the two minutes a quarter bought you.


  There was a lake a few minutes' walk from camp, so I'd taken to going swimming in there every evening. The cool, clear water was gorgeous after being in the hot sun all day. I was surprised that none of the other students had taken the plunge, so to speak, but part of me also relished the solitude after the noise and cramped confines of the dig.


  Since there was no one else around I usually swam naked—it wasn't like I'd brought my swim trunks with me anyway. I would float around lazily, enjoying the contrast between the cool water and the warmth of the late afternoon sun. I lingered for a while, then reluctantly dragged myself out of the lake and onto the rocks where my clothes were. I toweled off quickly and pulled on some clean shorts before turning back towards camp.


  I picked my way carefully across the smooth rocks; my bare feet hardly making a sound, so the groan I heard caught me by surprise. I stopped moving and listened, thinking maybe someone was hurt? Stuck? Needed help? I held my breath, hearing the deep moan again, followed by some heavy breathing and the rhythmic slapping of skin on skin. I stifled a laugh as I realized exactly what I was hearing. Someone jerking off. Yeah, all that being at one with nature could certainly bring out the animal instincts. I didn't want to spoil the moment for whoever the amorous individual was, so I padded silently down the rest of the rocky path before reaching the dirt track and jogging back to camp.


  ****


  That night the heavens opened and we had one hell of a downpour. There's nothing quite like being in a tent while the rain beats down a few inches from your head; the feeling of being all safe and dry, cocooned in your own little world, safe from the elements.


  The rain that night meant two things; firstly, that the humidity was far more tolerable at the work site the following day. Secondly, the site had become a complete and utter mud bath.


  ****


  Humid or not, it was still damn hot and most of the guys, myself included, had stripped off their shirts by late morning. It was one of the many times that I've been grateful to be male. Girls aren't afforded that luxury—not unless they want to be verbally assaulted or get arrested. I was also very grateful to be one-quarter Cherokee, because it meant that my olive skin rarely burned and I didn't have to be quite so liberal with the sunscreen.


  Logan, never one to shy away from flaunting his body it seemed, paraded around the site in low-slung cargo shorts. He even asked two of the girls to help oil up his back. Two girls. I mean, seriously? I rolled my eyes as the girls smoothed their palms over Logan's muscled shoulders, lingering way more than was necessary. Logan was oiling his chest, his large hands gliding over sleek muscles, sliding south across his ribs. His voice suddenly cut into my consciousness.


  "See anything you like?" he asked with a sneer.


  My eyes snapped up to his face and I was surprised to realize I had been following the progress of his hands down his chest, his fingers rubbing through the trail of golden hair low on his stomach. Did I mention that he had an awesome body? Yeah, I was looking. So sue me. I'm only human.


  "You know you want some of this," Logan taunted, sliding the tips of his fingers into the waistband of his shorts. "Don't you, princess?"


  Enough of the crap. I decided to fight fire with fire.


  "Yeah, of course I do," I said dryly, hands on my hips. "It's all I can do to stop myself from dragging you off to my tent and having my wicked way with you." I pointed at the giggling girls oiling his back. "And they can watch."


  Logan's hands stilled as he stared at me. "In your dreams," he snarled.


  "Oh, but what sweet dreams they would be," I replied.


  Logan shook off the girls and rammed the lid back onto his bottle of sunscreen. "You fucking pervert," he glowered.


  I smiled. "At the risk of sounding very fifth grade, you started it."


  "Whatever, Gabriella."


  I dropped my eyes to his ripped torso and lingered on his chiseled abs. "I think you missed a spot," I said, pointing to his stomach.


  Logan glanced down automatically before covering his crotch with his hands. He flipped me the bird and stormed off to return to his site.


  I watched him go with amusement. I didn't know what the hell his problem was, but baiting him was actually kind of fun.


  ****


  After lunch we moved sites and started work on clearing some of the undergrowth that lead to some caves—caves that we were to explore later in the dig. It was backbreaking work and we were all tired and dirty by evening.


  I wanted nothing more than to simply get clean and collapse into my tent with my bedroll and iPod for company.


  It seems that fate had something different planned for me.


  I headed out to the lake again, as I had done all week, but to my dismay I discovered that a few of the other students had also found my sanctuary and were splashing around, gales of laughter piercing my eardrums. I dropped my towel onto the rocks with a sigh. So much for enjoying a nice quiet, naked swim.


  I peeled off my sticky clothes, reluctantly leaving my boxer shorts on, and waded into the refreshingly cool water. I didn't pay much attention to whoever else was in the lake, so I was completely unprepared when the blond head of Logan suddenly surfaced not five feet away from me. I flailed around and spluttered in surprise. Although the water covered our shoulders it was fortunately shallow enough to stand in, so I wasn't too worried that he would try to drown me. Not yet anyway. Plus we had an audience.


  "Well, lookee who we have here," Logan said in a singsong voice, flicking his long blond hair out of his eyes. "Did you come to play with the big boys?"


  "Play? With you?" I scoffed. "As if."


  "What's wrong with us?" he asked, his hazel eyes narrowing dangerously. "Not good enough for a pretty boy like you, huh?"


  Pretty? I'd never thought of myself as pretty. Sort of good-looking, maybe. I had dark eyes and dark hair that some people had said they found attractive. But pretty? Hell no.


  I could see a couple of Logan's buddies swimming over to us, curiosity clearly getting the better of them. Several bikini-clad girls were not far behind. I chose to ignore them too.


  Logan saw me looking and glanced over his shoulder at his henchmen, before returning his gaze to mine. "Are you afraid, Gabriella?" he taunted, lips twisting into a cruel smile. "Don't you wanna know if we're all naked? Isn't that what boys like you always think about? Naked straight guys?"


  I'll never know what possessed me, but fed up with all his posturing bullshit, I waded in a little closer and stuck out my hand in what I thought was the general vicinity of his groin.


  "Only one way to find out," I said.


  The last thing I expected was for my fingers to actually brush against bare flesh. Hard, hot bare flesh. An erection. Fucking hell.


  Logan hissed in a breath and his eyes widened as he looked at me in shock.


  "Shit!" I jerked my hand back as quickly as the water would allow, thankful that the swirling depths hid my somewhat unintentional groping.


  I turned and swam away, not waiting to talk to any of them, but not before I had seen Logan cup his hand around the neck of a bikini-clad lovely and give her a passionate, open-mouthed kiss. It looked like the guy was trying to clean her tonsils. Not that she was complaining.


  I held back a shudder. The guy had a major attitude problem and was seriously getting on my nerves. I tried to ignore the fact that I had just touched his dick, although I wasn't entirely sure if I was grossed out or just the tiniest bit turned on. A dick is still a dick at the end of the day. No doubt he'd be having nightmares about it for weeks.


  That thought alone made me smile as I toweled myself off and made my way back to my tent. Thankfully alone.


  ****


  We had another downpour overnight which kept me awake into the small hours. I lay on my back, arms under my head, and listened to the rain thunder down onto the tent roof. I love how the rain always sounds so much more intense when you are in a small, enclosed space. I wondered what Logan and his buds were up to. They were probably all crammed into one of the larger tents, having an impromptu party or make-out session, or something.


  I didn't know why the hell I was thinking about Logan, but a sudden wave of loneliness washed over me. I was pretty much alone on this dig. Sure, I knew people, but none of my best friends had opted to come out here. Even Mark, my ex of three months, had switched majors. He said he didn't want to hang around places where I would be, but I figured it was more to do with a certain handsome Latino biology major. A Latino whose biology I had seen way more of than planned, when one morning I discovered his very fine ass pounding into another fine ass I knew all too well.


  Anyway, that was ancient history. I wasn't going to dwell on it, or him. It did mean that the only dick I had touched in months, apart from my own, was Logan's.


  I didn't sleep well for the rest of the night and was tired and antsy the next day. The situation wasn't improved when Professor Carter decided to split us into smaller groups and send each group off to explore one of the caves we had cleared.


  Naturally, I was assigned to Logan's group.


  ****


  To make matters worse, Professor Carter decided to assign me as group leader. Like that wasn't a big old keg of trouble just waiting to explode. And it did. In a spectacular way.


  I liked to consider myself an organized and efficient kind of guy—probably one of the reasons that the Professor singled me out—and nothing pissed me off quicker than people not pulling their weight, or being deliberately disruptive. Logan naturally excelled at both of these things.


  We were scoping out our cave, looking for any signs of habitation, arrowheads, stone markings, whatever, and would log them or take samples if we could. It was dark and gloomy in the caves, still stiflingly hot, but a welcome relief from the relentless summer sun.


  The importance of what we were doing clearly eluded Logan and his limited brain capacity, as he quickly got bored and started to wander around, flicking twigs and dead insects at everyone, me in particular. I tolerated it for as long as I could, but when a beetle bounced off my ear I rounded on him and threw my hands in the air in exasperation.


  "Are you going to do ANY work, Logan, or is your sole contribution to this dig going to be acting like a total pain in the ass?"


  Logan smiled humorlessly. "Maybe I just don't like taking orders. Especially from you."


  "Well, tough shit. Professor Carter asked me to lead this team, and I'm damn well gonna do it."


  Logan swaggered over to me, his eyes glinting in the dull light. "Ass-kissing old Carter now?" He laughed. "Does it get you extra credit? Probably gets you off at the same time, boy like you."


  The three other guys in our group had stopped working at this point and were watching our exchange, a mixture of wariness and glee on their faces. I got it. A shouting match was always fun to watch, wherever you were.


  The fact that Logan had once again insulted me and called me a brown nose pissed me off. Working hard and doing your best were just what you did where I came from.


  "No, you idiot. It's called doing the right thing." I pointed down at his abandoned tools. "Can't you bring yourself to be even a little bit helpful and do some goddamned work?"


  Logan shrugged. "What's it worth?"


  "Oh my god, are you twelve?"


  Logan said nothing, just looked at me, the silent challenge clear in his eyes. Make me.


  "Gabe, just leave it." One of the other guys put his hand on my shoulder. "We can do what we need to do without him, if necessary."


  "Yeah, Gabe." Logan said my name like it was a dirty word. "Listen to your boyfriend here."


  Christ, did the guy ever let up?


  "He's not my boyfriend, you jackass," I said angrily. I could feel the blood starting to rise in my veins.


  Logan sauntered back to his site and picked up a fork, casually swinging it back and forth. "No, from what I hear your boyfriend dropped you like a hot brick when he found himself a younger, more willing piece of ass."


  That hurt.


  "What is your goddamned problem?" I shouted at him. "Get the fuck out of here if you're not gonna do anything productive."


  "Make me," he said—out loud this time.


  "You. Outside. Now." I strode over and grabbed the front of his t-shirt, yanking him towards to front of the cave.


  I waved at the other students over my shoulder and said, "You guys keep working," not really expecting them to do anything of the kind.


  I half pushed, half pulled Logan outside, surprised at how easily he came. I shoved him away as soon as we got into the fresh air, the bright sunlight temporarily blinding us both. Logan stumbled slightly on the sticky, muddy ground.


  "Ok. Let's have it," I said. "What the fuck is wrong with you? I've had it up to here"—I waved my hand above my head—"with your fucking attitude, you goddamned prick."


  "Don't call me a prick," Logan glowered.


  "Why not? You're acting exactly like one. You've acted like nothing else ever since I've known you."


  "Yeah, well maybe you don't know everything," Logan snarled, moving closer to point his finger in my face.


  "I know I don't, but then neither do you."


  "Whatever, Gabriella."


  "And don't call me that," I snapped, pushing his hand away.


  "Whatever, Princess," Logan retorted with a sly grin. He poked me in the chest so that I moved backwards. "Is 'Princess' better? Suits you, you know."


  Logan gave me one last push and I lost my footing on the greasy ground. My feet slid out from under me and I felt the world tilt as I fell, landing flat on my back in the mud. Logan laughed, and that was too much. My temper got the better of me and I lunged at his legs, knocking him down on his ass. He cursed and tried to scrabble free, squirming around, his fingers digging into the dirt. I wasn't about to let him get off that easily, though, and raised my fist to try and hit him. Logan blocked me, rolled me over and shoved a handful of mud in my face. I tried to buck him off, but he was straddling my thighs and weighed at least thirty pounds more than I did.


  "Get off me, you fucker!" I glared at him, my hands trying to grab hold of something, anything, but they kept sliding off his slippery skin.


  Logan grabbed my flailing arms and pinned them over my head. As he stared down at me, he almost looked like he was enjoying this. The intimacy of the position we were in hadn't completely escaped my attention either and my body, traitor that it was, began to take notice. That made me even angrier and I twisted violently, trying to get away, but only succeeded in getting myself even muddier.


  "Logan," I said, the threat clear.


  "Do you give?" he drawled.


  "What?"


  "Do you give?"


  "Oh, for fuck's sake. Yes. Whatever. Just get the fuck off me."


  Logan sat back and surveyed his handiwork with satisfaction. I knew I was covered from head to toe. I could even feel mud in my ears. Logan moved to stand, but not before he had grabbed another handful of mud and ground it into my chest. Looking pleased, he gave me a final glance before walking away—away from the cave and back towards the camp. I just lay there and watched him go, my temper fighting with the confusion I felt. I had to wonder what atrocities I had committed in a previous life to be cursed with Logan in this one.


  ****


  The campsite showers were definitely not going to cut it when it came to washing off an acre's worth of mud, so I headed straight for the lake. Not even pausing to strip off my clothes, I dove straight into its waiting depths. Even on the short trip down from the cave, the mud had caked and started to dry in the heat. It made my skin itch. Ugh. Why some people willingly had full body mud-wraps was beyond me.


  Once under the water, I wrenched off my caked t-shirt and shorts and used them to scrub the rest of the mud off my body. Mission accomplished, I threw my clothes onto a nearby rock where they landed with a splat. At least it was Thursday and tomorrow I could get home and clean everything properly—myself included. How I was going to endure another couple of weeks of Logan and his piss-poor attitude was something I didn't want to dwell on.


  That evening, our last in camp until the following week, we had a cookout. We grilled some burgers and followed that up by toasting marshmallows over the campfire. I love toasting marshmallows. In one way it seems so childish, but I don't believe you should ever grow out of enjoying the sticky, sweet goo that strings between your fingers and lips.


  There's also something incredibly timeless and romantic about a campfire; the crackling embers that bathe everything in a soft, glowing light, shadows dancing across faces.


  I sat on a log and twisted my stick around like an expert, careful not to let the marshmallow melt too much on one side. I tested the temperature of it with my tongue before sliding the outer layer off with my teeth. Damn, it was delicious. I sucked the sticky center off of my stick and glanced across the campfire to see Logan watching me. Predictably, he had a girl sitting between his legs, his arms draped around her shoulders as she held a stick into the fire on the side opposite from me.


  I held Logan's gaze as I finished my marshmallow. We hadn't spoken since the mud fight earlier and I was more than happy to keep it that way. Besides, Logan was far more bearable when he kept his mouth shut. Dressed in faded jeans and a dark t-shirt, his blond hair hanging loose to his shoulders, he looked good. Very good. I had no doubt he knew it, too.


  Maybe it was the slightly magical situation we were in, or maybe it was just the beer, but I found myself wanting to toy with him. I skewered another marshmallow, cooked it and then ate it with as much deliberate sensuality as I could. I wrapped my tongue around the stick, slowly sucking the marshmallow off into my mouth. I licked my fingers clean, all the while keeping my gaze fixed on Logan. His face was like stone and I don't think he blinked once. I reached down to grab another marshmallow to toast and out of the corner of my eye I saw Logan quietly excuse himself and stalk away from the campfire, hands jammed into his pockets.


  I ate a little more and drank way more beer than I probably should have, but the object of my entertainment sadly didn't reappear. The alcohol gave me a restless buzz and I felt bored with the mundane conversations around me. I decided to call it a night and headed back towards my tent.


  I wound my way carefully through the dark trees, trying not to trip over any fallen branches in my somewhat inebriated state. I had almost made it back to the main campsite when my foot landed in a shallow hole and I wobbled dangerously. "Shit," I cursed loudly, then started to giggle at my own stupidity. I flailed and grabbed onto the nearest tree to avoid doing a face-plant onto the stony ground.


  I was so consumed with trying to keep upright that I failed to notice a tall, dark shadow closing in behind me.


  "What the fuck do you think you're doing?" Logan growled into my ear.


  Oh crap. I tried to swing around but my body didn't obey my brain. "Uh… going to bed?" I turned my head to look at him, but he leaned into my back, pushing me closer to the tree, one arm resting next to my head.


  "No. Don't look at me," he said in a low voice.


  "Why not?" I tried to duck under his arm but he pinned me against the tree. "Get off me, you dick," I said angrily.


  Logan ignored me and leaned closer. "Why were you doing that?"


  "Doing what?" I tried to wriggle away from him but just found that I was scratching my face against the tree trunk. I gave up trying to free myself and played along, hoping Logan would eventually get bored and wander off again.


  "Back there." I could picture Logan jerking his head in the direction of the fire.


  "What do you mean?" I said innocently.


  "That thing you were doing. What was all that about?"


  "What was what about?"


  Logan shifted his weight away from my back and for a moment I feared he was going to punch me, trip me, or shove me to the ground. Instead, he grabbed my arm and whipped me around so that I faced him. My eyes roamed his face. His chest was heaving, and he looked angry, sure, but his hazel eyes also glittered with something else. Frustration? Desperation?


  "You know what I mean," he bit out.


  "Not really," I said. "Can I go now?"


  Logan seemed unaware that he still held onto my wrist. I wasn't willing to consider what he could do to me, out here, away from everyone. I pictured myself lying in a bloody heap, Logan having beaten me to a pulp, no one discovering me until next morning. So, when his lips suddenly crashed down on mine, it took my breath away. In more ways than one.


  Logan was kissing me like his life depended on it. His passionate assault sliced through the alcoholic fog in my brain and overwhelmed my senses. I couldn't help the moan that rumbled up from my chest as his tongue demanded entrance to my mouth. Damn, but this boy could kiss. My lips opened willingly and I felt Logan shudder as our tongues touched for the first time. He tasted delicious. More delicious than I could ever describe. The rough bark of the tree bit into my back, but I didn't care. I wanted this kiss to go on and on. My free hand snaked up around his waist and pushed up under the back of his t-shirt, seeking bare skin. My fingers gently caressed the satiny skin of his lower back. I was overcome with a rush of lust so powerful it nearly knocked me off my feet. I wanted Logan. I wanted him so much that it hurt. My rigid cock was wedged painfully in my jeans. I could feel his answering erection against my stomach. Logan must have read my thoughts because he grabbed my hand and jammed it into the front of his jeans, forcing it down to his cock. I instantly curled my fingers around his flesh.


  Logan wrenched his mouth away from mine and gave a strangled sob as he buried his face into my neck. His dick twitched and he came almost immediately, pulse after pulse of semen soaking my hand and the inside of his jeans. His breath was ragged and his heart was hammering against my chest. My body was screaming for the same release. I rocked back and forth in frustration, trying to find the friction I needed to get me off.


  Suddenly there was open space all around as Logan whirled away from me. He looked at me in horror, eyes wide, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.


  "Fuck," he whispered in disbelief.


  He turned and ran, disappearing off into the darkness, leaving me cold, alone and aching desperately for him.


  ****


  Logan wasn't at the site the following morning. After a night spent tossing and turning, my dreams haunted by golden hair, naked skin and spurting cocks, I wasn't in the best of moods. My pounding head and Logan's absence just made things worse.


  "Where's Logan Buchanan?" I asked Professor Carter when he did his rounds to the sites mid-morning.


  "He said he had to leave," said the Professor, mopping his sweaty forehead. "Family emergency."


  My heart sank. It could have been a legitimate reason, but I doubted it. I was pretty sure that it had more to do with our late night shenanigans in the woods. I guessed it had been as much of a shock to him as it had to me. At least I had prior experience jerking off another man—I didn't believe I could say the same for Logan.


  "Oh. Okay," I said to Professor Carter. "Guess we'll just have to get along without him, then."


  The Professor nodded and headed off.


  It was only three days, after all. Three days until the start of a new week at the dig. Funny how, before, I'd been willing away the time I had to spend with Logan. Now the weekend dragged ahead of me and Monday seemed like a year away.


  Three days until Monday. I was certain that Logan would show up then. No one could afford to drop a class credit halfway through. That would have been crazy.


  ****


  Only, Monday came, and still no Logan.


  "He's sick," I heard one of his jock friends tell the girls—the same ones who had been oiling up his back what seemed like a lifetime ago. "He's not coming out here this week."


  "Sick? Logan?" I said loudly, cringing inside as they all swung around to look at me.


  "Disappointed?" one of the guys shot back with a grin.


  I found that I was. But I feigned casual indifference, shrugged and left them to their conversation.


  A week. What was I going to do for a whole week? My stomach felt like lead. After the anticipation of seeing Logan again, all my adrenaline had nowhere to go and I suddenly felt nauseous. I sat down heavily on the rocky ground and cradled my head in my hands. What the hell was I doing? I couldn't believe I was feeling sick over some guy—or rather, the lack of some guy. A guy that I wasn't sure I even liked.


  "Are you okay?" The hand of one of the girls lightly touched my shoulder. "You're not sick, too, are you?"


  I was, but not in the way she was thinking. I shook my head and gave her a weak smile. "I'm fine, but thanks."


  I gave myself a mental kick in the ass and stood back up. I had to get it together and carry on. I was being pathetic. No point in mooning over someone who probably wasn't even giving me a second thought.


  Either way, it was the longest week I had ever experienced. As Friday gradually drew nearer, I considered asking one of the jocks for Logan's phone number, but I couldn't face the questions that would raise. Neither of us had exactly hid our dislike of each other.


  I spent the weekend doing laundry and catching up with my friends. I went out a few times, but got frustrated with myself when all I would do was scan the crowds looking at every tall guy with blond hair. I couldn't believe I was obsessing like this. I was pissing myself off. I drank away the remainder of the weekend, counting the hours until I left for the dig again early Monday morning.


  ****


  I swung my car into the parking lot shortly before eight. I was the first to arrive. I drummed my fingers on the wheel, debating whether to wait in the car or to head on over to the usual meeting place. I felt a bit cooped up after the drive, so I got out of the car and swung my backpack over my shoulder—just as another car crunched into the parking lot.


  I looked up quickly, heart pounding. It was a black jeep that I knew belonged to one of Logan's buddies. I watched as two, then three guys got out. Finally, a fourth person unfolded himself from the back of the jeep.


  Logan.


  My mouth went dry and I just watched as he straightened up and stretched, his t-shirt riding up to expose an inch of bare stomach. He grabbed his bag from the trunk before turning around.


  He saw me immediately. He faltered slightly as his eyes fixed on mine. One of the other guys moved in front of Logan, breaking our eye contact, as they organized the rest of their stuff. It was excruciating. I wanted to say so much to him, but I couldn't. I didn't dare. I just stood and watched.


  As more and more students arrived, people started to head up to the campsite—me and Logan included. He kept his distance, although I remained achingly aware of every move he made and every person he spoke to. He seemed quieter, more subdued than he had been the previous time I saw him. I began to wonder if all the talk of him being ill was actually true.


  Despite the continuous blistering heat we were experiencing, Logan never stripped off his t-shirt that day. He was usually the first to parade his assets, so his modesty stuck out like a sore thumb. To me, at least. He also never came closer to me than about twenty feet. There were no jibes, no sarcastic remarks. A few days went by and I had started to lose hope that I would ever get the chance to talk to him, check if he was okay. I never once considered that he would eventually corner me—which is exactly what he did.


  I was leaving the toilet block Wednesday evening, having washed up before bed, when I heard his voice from the shadows.


  "Gabe. Can we talk?"


  I had to let my eyes adjust to the darkness before I saw him leaning against the wall next to the doorframe.


  "Hi … yeah, sure," I said, flicking my towel over my bare shoulder, not missing the way his eyes followed the line of the towel down my naked chest. "Where?"


  "Uh ... " Logan looked around anxiously. He clearly hadn't thought this through.


  "How about the cave?" I suggested. That was far enough away from camp that we wouldn't encounter any eavesdroppers and Logan could say what he needed to say.


  He nodded his agreement.


  We walked in silence, Logan with his hands shoved deeply into his jean pockets while mine gripped tightly on to the ends of my towel. I wanted to touch him, more than anything, but I also wanted to hear what was on his mind.


  The ground had dried up over the past week and there was nothing left of the mud from our previous encounter. We picked our way carefully to the mouth of the cave. I was grateful for the almost full moon which lit our way.


  Once we got inside, Logan sat on a rock and I leaned against the wall a little way from him, not wanting the temptation of being too close.


  "I missed this," Logan said wistfully, gesturing around at the cave.


  I smiled. "Yeah, kind of grows on you, I guess."


  "Yeah."


  Silence stretched awkwardly between us. Logan hung his head, his blond hair falling forward to curtain his face.


  "Are you okay?" I asked quietly.


  Logan pushed his hair out of his eyes and finally looked up at me. "I think so. I just don't know where to start."


  I shrugged. "The beginning?"


  "I knew you'd say that," he smiled at me. The first real smile I'd ever seen from him. It tugged at my heart—and my groin.


  "Yeah, well … " I tilted my head and encouraged him to continue.


  "I'm sorry," Logan said in a rush.


  "For what?"


  "Just … I dunno… everything. Things I said, stuff I did. People expect me to be a certain way, so I just act like that person. I've always been that way."


  "Sure, I understand."


  "No, no you don't. I am that person. I want to be that person. I was that person. Until I came here."


  Until he met me.


  "You're still the same person, Logan. Everything that you are now, you were before." I felt like I was talking in riddles, but it kind of made sense to me.


  Logan shook his head, his hair hanging down to cover his face again.


  "Sure you are. Parts of you just got moved around into a different order, different... uh … priority."


  Logan scuffed his sneaker against the dirt. "Maybe."


  I squatted down beside him and rested my hand on his arm. "Look, let's cut to the chase here. You ever kissed a guy before?"


  Logan shook his head again, still studying the dirt under his feet.


  "But you wanted to, right?"


  It may have been dark in the cave, but I could still see the redness flush his cheeks. "Right," he whispered.


  "More than you wanted to kiss the girls?"


  His silence said it all.


  "Hey, look at me," I gently grasped his chin and turned his face towards me, brushing back his long hair with my other hand. His eyes closed as I touched him. "If you need to talk, who could understand better than me?"


  I stroked my fingers across his cheek. Now that he was here, I couldn't stop touching him.


  "It's okay," I continued. "You are who you are. Screw the rest of the world. You can't predict what they're gonna think. Let them deal."


  Logan smiled again and dimples creased his cheeks. He opened his eyes to look at me. "I almost believe you."


  I raised an eyebrow. "Only almost?"


  "Yeah. I don't give a shit about the rest of the world. I just worry about the people in my little part of it. What they'll think of me."


  "The people who care will be there no matter what. Believe me, I know. The rest of them? Well, they'll just have to find another poor bastard to project their delusions upon."


  Logan laughed and the sound made my heart stutter. "Dude, I should have known a geek like you would put it so eloquently."


  I ran my fingers through his hair again, tightening them so that I pulled his head back slightly. I leaned forward to rasp in his ear, "And I never knew that a jock like you had the word 'eloquent' in his vocabulary."


  Logan grabbed my wrist and squeezed, forcing me to release my grip on his hair. "Is that so?" he said, his hazel eyes gleaming with humor and something darker, more sensuous.


  We paused, looking at each other, our breathing ragged and shallow. I could feel the tension rising, the pressure building, just waiting for that little push to tip it over and make it explode. My eyes dropped to his parted lips. I wanted to kiss him so badly, but part of me wanted him to make the final leap.


  That was before he touched me, trailing a finger across my bare chest. Fire consumed me and I couldn't take it anymore. My control snapped and I grabbed at his hair again, pulling his mouth down onto mine.


  We both moaned at the contact. He tasted even more delicious than I remembered. My tongue swept across his lips and he opened his mouth willingly, letting my tongue slide in to tangle with his. My legs went weak and I lost my balance, falling backwards onto my ass. Logan followed in a flash, pushing me down onto my back so he could lie on top. The ground was hard and gritty beneath my skin, but I honestly didn't care. How could I? Logan was writhing above me, devouring my mouth. I raised my knees to cradle him more comfortably against my groin. Logan groaned deep in his chest and rolled his hips, the hardness of his erection bumping into mine.


  He slid his mouth down my cheek, his hot breath caressing my ear. "I want you so fucking much," he whispered. "I tried not to, but I can't help myself."


  "Me either." My hands curled around his back, digging under his t-shirt, desperate to find bare skin. "I want to touch you so bad."


  Logan pushed himself up to his knees and stripped his t-shirt up and over his head, flinging it behind him. He sat back and looked down at me. "Go ahead," he said.


  My hands ran over his rippled stomach in admiration. He really did have the most amazing body. I smoothed my palms over his ribs and cupped his pectoral muscles. "You're so beautiful," I murmured.


  Logan cocked an eyebrow. "I know," he said with a grin.


  I tweaked his nipples hard, making him moan and wince at the same time. "You're also an ass," I said. I sat up, leaning forward to push Logan down and roll him under me. "Beautiful. Hot. Sexy." I punctuated my words with kisses to his chest. "But still an ass."


  Logan bit out another moan and closed his eyes. "I know," he said again, "but please don't stop."


  "Not a chance." Faced with all this gorgeous maleness before me, there was no way on earth I was going to stop. I lay my bare chest down on his and kissed him again. Logan wound his legs around mine and held me close, rocking his hips back and forth. His hands were everywhere; tugging on my hair, sliding down my back, clutching my ass inside my sweat pants. I couldn't remember ever being so turned on in my life.


  Logan's fingers slid into the crack of my ass and his hips jerked under me. "Oh hell … oh crap … oh no … " he groaned, biting his lips, his eyes squeezed tightly closed. His whole body pulsated and I felt wet heat bloom under my crotch. Logan wrenched his mouth away, panting hard. "Oh god, I'm sorry ... so sorry."


  I could feel his heart hammering against me. I stroked his cheek and ran my thumb over his swollen lips. "Hey, no problem."


  "I can't believe I …" Logan began, then shook his head, looking up at me in awe. "It's almost embarrassing."


  I smiled. "You look damn sexy when you come."


  His kissed my hand. "And what about you?"


  Well, sure, I was still desperate to get off; my body wanted nothing more than to rut against him, over and over. But I could save it if he felt awkward. "It's okay," I said.


  Logan's eyes flared. "No. It is not okay," he said, and flipped me on to my back, ripping down my pants to stare at my rigid cock. "Oh, fuck."


  I guessed he'd never seen another erection up close and personal, either. My cock was so hard, he probably only had to breathe on it and I would come.


  "Do I turn you on?" Logan asked in wonder.


  "Oh, hell yes," I said in a rush. "Look at me. What do you think?"


  Logan ran his fingers down my stomach, pausing a fraction of an inch away from my swollen cock. I whimpered and tried to push myself into his hand.


  "I think … that this is the sexiest thing I've ever seen." He closed his hand around my dick and gave two or three gentle tugs. That was all it took. I arched off the ground with a cry as my orgasm burst out of me, stream after stream shooting across my stomach. I gasped for breath as Logan lowered his head and kissed me again. I wound my hands into his hair and held him close, nuzzling against his stubbly cheek, feeling the strength and weight of him above me.


  "Wow. Just, wow," I breathed.


  "Good?" Logan asked, licking at my ear.


  "You have no idea."


  "Oh, I think I do," he said, guiding my hand down to his damp jeans, where his dick had already started to harden again.


  I laughed. "And here I was thinking you hated me."


  Logan ducked his head, looking a little sheepish. "I've thought of you in many, many ways over the past couple of weeks, but never in hate. Not once."


  "Seriously?"


  "Seriously. You got so far under my skin I couldn't stop thinking about you. It pissed me off."


  "I know that feeling well," I said, rubbing my thumb up and down the swollen fly of his jeans.


  "I bet." Logan closed his eyes as my fingers started to pull his zipper.


  "I missed you, though. Last week," I admitted. "It wasn't much fun without you here."


  "Yeah. Life and soul, that's me," Logan grinned.


  I paused for a moment. "Was it because of me? Because of what happened in the woods? Is that why you stayed away?"


  "Yeah." Logan pushed his jeans to his knees and lowered himself back down onto me. "Yeah. I needed time to think. Time away from you."


  That caused me to stop for a second. I put my hand on his chest to slow his progress. "If you need more time, I can wait."


  "Hell no. When I jump, I jump. I just knew that if I hung around you, I'd do something crazy."


  I wriggled out of my sweatpants and with a shudder we finally lay naked, chest to chest, cock to cock, on the dusty floor of the cave. "What, crazy like this?"


  "Uh huh, exactly like this," Logan muttered as he gathered me up in his arms. "Fucking crazy. I love it."


  I clung to him, happiness spreading through me like warm sunshine. It surprised me how right this felt. I was in serious trouble. There was still so much I wanted to say, but I settled for the obvious.


  "You're an idiot," I whispered against his lips.


  Logan hovered a millimeter away from my mouth. "I know. Princess."


  THE END
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  TAKE A BREATH


  by Tam Ames


  Eli slumped in a chair exhausted, pouring over the charts of the last six patients he'd seen. He was absolutely anal about making sure there were no errors. The administration was constantly riding the doctors' asses with threats of potential law suits, and horror stories of vengeful family members. He glanced up at the clock and sighed. Twenty more minutes, and he was out of there. Twenty more minutes until he could have a cigarette. It had been a damn long 17 ½ hours, insane by anyone's standards, except for his bosses. They probably thought he was getting off easy if he was at the hospital less than 23 ½ out of 24.


  The door burst open and one of the nurses flew into the room, hands flapping. "Oh, Doctor. Thank God you're still here."


  He rolled his eyes. Where the hell else would he be? It wasn't eight o'clock yet. "What is it? I didn't hear the call for an ambulance coming in."


  She crossed the room and placed her hand on Eli's shoulder, giving him "the look", as he referred to it. He got it fairly often, mostly from the female staff, but the occasional male staff member tossed it his way as well. Eli jumped to his feet and put some distance between them, clutching the charts in front of him. "What?"


  "A man brought in a small child with a head wound. He's panicked and the kid is screaming. I really don't want to call security, but he's insisting he see someone immediately." She took another few steps until she gripped his forearm.


  He juggled the charts to his other arm in an effort to dislodge her, and then moved even further to the side. Why did everyone have to touch him? God! Could they not just back the hell off? He understood patients, sometimes. They were panicked and they wanted help, so they reached out and grabbed for the nearest life line, usually the doctor… him. But why did the staff have to be so goddamned touchy feely? Much as he wanted to tell her to keep her hands to herself, he couldn't afford to alienate the nurses. He was smart enough to know they were the ones who kept things under control in the ER; they were just humoring the doctors.


  He needed a force field. Something that would keep people at least two feet away from him. Scotty could create something to keep the idiots at bay. Dr. McCoy didn't have that problem, did he? No one got all grabby-hands on his ass, did they?


  He snapped out of his thoughts. "Where're Theodore and Martins?" Surely one of them could deal with this. They'd been on duty less than eight hours.


  "They're with those car accident boys, the ones who wrapped their car around a tree."


  Eli shook his head in disgust. Damn teenagers. Shit, he sounded like his dad. "Dr. Ngo will be here in fifteen minutes. Put the guy and the kid in a room and have him wait." He paused. "The kid's not seriously injured is he?"


  "No. There's a lot of blood, but head wounds bleed. I tried to do that. I put him in a room, and the man just kept demanding a doctor. Now he's pacing around the waiting room and starting to annoy everyone." She stood staring at him as if this was his responsibility.


  How many patients had he seen in the last seventeen hours? Thirty? Forty? More? There were at least three heart attacks, two gunshot wounds, a half dozen food poisonings, three hypochondriacs, an ear infection, and a miscarriage. He'd lost track of what else he'd dealt with. Couldn't the guy wait just twenty more minutes and give him a break? He heard a screeched cry of "Mommy!" from the waiting area and his head dropped as he took a deep breath. "Fine." He thrust the charts toward the nurse. "These are finished."


  He straightened his shoulders and strode out into the hallway. One more. Just one more and he could have that cigarette. Hopefully a Scooby Doo band-aid would do the trick and he could go home.


  James clutched Dedrick to his chest with one arm while he held a blood soaked towel to Dedrick's little head with the other. He tried not to think too much about the fact that his hands were covered in blood. If he did, he'd throw up. Dedrick kept screaming for his mother, and no amount of promised candy stopped him. Even the rash promise of a puppy went unacknowledged. Where the hell was the doctor? Was it really so difficult to get help in a damn hospital?


  As he spun toward the admissions desk to demand, once more, to see a doctor immediately, he saw someone wearing a white coat and blue scrub pants heading toward him down the hall. That had to be a doctor. He opened his mouth to insist the man see Dedrick right now, when he finally looked at the doctor. Holy crap! He was a doctor? The guy wasn't overly tall, but he was drop dead gorgeous, and from what James could see under the lab coat, totally ripped. The doctor's pale blue t-shirt was stretched across a nice set of pecs, and the sleeves on his lab coat were straining from the size of his biceps.


  James was still standing with his mouth hanging open when the god stopped in front of him and calmly looked at a still screaming Dedrick. "I believe you're the one demanding assistance?"


  That snapped James out of his lust-induced stupor. The sky blue eyes were cool and remote. Demanding assistance? It was a freaking ER, wasn't that what they did? It's not like he was asking for something out of the norm. "Yes." He put on his 'don't mess with me' teacher voice. "I've been waiting nearly a half hour."


  He glared at the doctor when he saw him roll his eyes. What a dick. The doctor, E. Zimmerman, according to his name tag, motioned down the hall, then walked ahead and pulled aside a curtain to reveal a narrow bed.


  "Set your son down, please"


  James was so busy trying to peel Dedrick off that he didn't notice what the doctor had said exactly. He swore the kid was part leech. Finally, with the doctor's help, and a promise to hold his hand, James got the little guy to lie down.


  "What happened?"


  "I don't know exactly. Well, he ran into a wall, the corner of a wall." James frowned when he saw the doctor's eyebrows rise. "I was in the kitchen and he was in the living room. Suddenly there was a thud and a scream. I ran and he was lying on the floor screaming, blood all over his face, and I freaked out and brought him directly here."


  "Ran into a wall?" The doctor looked sceptical.


  James stiffened his spine. "Yes."


  "Where's your wife?" The doctor had lifted the towel off Dedrick's head and was gently prodding at the wound. Dedrick had settled down with something else to focus on, and was gently sobbing, but no longer screaming.


  "My what?"


  "Your wife? His mother?"


  James wasn't sure if he was more insulted by the condescending tone the guy used, or by the assumption he was married.


  "I'm not married to his mother."


  The doctor froze in his movements, and closed his eyes for a moment. "Fine. Does he have a mother?"


  "Of course he has a mother."


  The doctor stood and grabbed the chart. "Look, Mr.," he paused, "McCray. Can you just answer the question?"


  "What question?" James thought he heard teeth grinding.


  "Where is the child's mother?"


  "Oh, she's on a business trip. She's going to kill me."


  "So you're staying with your son? You don't have primary custody?"


  "What? I don't have custody at all." What was the guy getting at? "He's not my son."


  James watched the doctor close his eyes once again and take a deep breath. He leaned out into the hallway and called for a nurse. When she arrived, he turned to James. "I'm going to have to speak to the child alone; can you just step outside the curtain for a moment?"


  "Why? What's going on?"


  The nurse patted his shoulder. "Don't worry, dear, just a formality."


  "I'm not leaving." James wasn't sure what was going on, but he wasn't leaving Dedrick.


  The doctor sighed. "Fine." He turned to the little boy. "So," he glanced at the chart, "Dedrick, can you tell me how you hurt your head?"


  "I banged into the wall."


  "How did that happen? Did you trip, or did someone push you?"


  James' eyes went wide. Oh my God. They thought he'd hurt Dedrick. Before he could speak up, Dedrick beat him to it. "I was chasing Maxi, and I slipped."


  "Maxi?"


  "My kitty. He's fast."


  "Hmm." The doctor just hummed as he continued to poke at his head. "Where was your daddy?"


  "I don't have a daddy." Dedrick was looking up at the doctor, completely guileless. The doctor drew back and looked at James.


  James cross his arms and looked down his nose. "I told you I'm not his father. I'm his uncle."


  "Oh." The doctor gave him the once over, which confused James momentarily, but then he figured anyone that pretty living in San Francisco had to be gay. A dick, but a hot gay dick apparently. The doctor turned back to Dedrick. "Where was your uncle?"


  "Making noodles." The doctor nodded.


  "I think it could use a couple of stitches." Eli looked at the clock and sighed. Eight o'clock and he was starting stitches. Fuck.


  Eli gave instructions to the nurse to get the things ready for the sutures, and looked up to see the kid's uncle staring at him with his arms crossed. Nice arms, very nice. Shit, he was so tired his mind was wandering. He might look at patients sometimes - hell, he wasn't dead, well, not quite yet. The guy had sandy brown hair cut super short - nearly buzzed - and the same chocolate brown eyes as his nephew. Even their hair was the same color, which explained his confusion as to parentage.


  "I can't believe you thought I hurt him," hissed the guy from between clenched teeth.


  "Look, Mr. McCray. I'm sorry, but we have to confirm these things. It happens, more often than most people would like to know."


  "I'm a teacher." The indignant way he said it, clearly indicated he thought he would be above suspicion.


  Eli tipped his head. Seriously, the guy had to know better. "Then you sir, should know that abuse comes in all forms. It's not just trailer trash hillbillies who hurt their kids. Upstanding working folk, wearing expensive clothes, do it too. Gay parents, straight parents, single parents, black parents, white parents, - abuse doesn't discriminate."


  Eli took a deep breath. He knew he was on his damn soap box, but it was his hot button. Most of the stuff that came through the ER he just turned off. You couldn't get emotionally invested in every case. Sure it was unfortunate when some teenager got caught up in a gang shooting or a middle aged guy left behind a wife and kids, but that was how it worked. However, seeing a baby with broken legs or a preschooler with third degree burns inflicted by a parent or caregiver was something that ate at him for days after. Eli didn't give a shit if he pissed off parents by asking probing questions - he wasn't going to be that doctor who sent a kid home only to have them back a week later, dead.


  The guy lowered his eyes and the starch went out of his spine. "You're right. I know that. It's just when you're the one on the receiving end of the suspicions..." he trailed off with a shrug.


  "Right. Well, seems like everything is fine here, just a freak accident. If the floors are hardwood you might want to keep him in bare feet so he can't slip."


  "Yeah. Okay." James shook his head. "Really, she's going to kill me. I promised I'd take good care of him."


  Eli got the nurse to hold the kid's head while he injected the freezing. "So, where's his ..." he glanced down. Sometimes saying "mom" was all it took to trigger a kid. "Where's your sister?"


  "Germany. She's at some big trade show for her company. She won't be back until next weekend." James looked hopefully at Eli. "Will the stitches be out by then? Maybe she won't notice."


  Eli raised an eyebrow. "Unless she's totally oblivious, she's going to notice an inch long scar on her son's forehead. Besides, the stitches won't come out for at least ten days." He snapped on his gloves and got ready. "You're up the creek."


  When Eli finished, it was after eight thirty. He gave a few last instructions and took off down the hall before the kid's uncle could say anything. He needed a cigarette, and Ngo had better be on duty or he'd rue the day he met Eli.


  As soon as he confirmed the other doctor was there, Eli grabbed his stuff from his office, tossed his lab coat on the chair, and was digging out his cigarettes and lighter before he was out the door. The minute it closed behind him, he lit up, took a deep drag, and paused to exhale before he headed to his car. Twenty hours before he had to be back and he intended to spend nineteen of it in bed, asleep.


  He leaned against the car and took another couple of drags on the cigarette. He never smoked in his car; one of those things other smokers thought was weird. He rarely smoked in his apartment either. Old habits die hard. Nate used to throw a fit if he did, and even though Nate'd been gone for two years, Eli still stood on the balcony to smoke.


  For a few minutes he enjoyed the sounds of the city; it wasn't that bad here in California. Then another ambulance came screaming into the emergency entrance, sirens and lights blaring, and Eli shook his head. He was getting the hell out of Dodge before they called him back. "Beam me up, Scotty." He muttered under his breath. Ah, if only transporters existed. To be zapped home in seconds would be amazing.


  James shook his head as he drove. What a clusterfuck of a night. He'd even stopped and picked up McDonald's as they'd never gotten to the noodles he was making. Abby was already going to kill him, so introducing the kid to some good old artery hardening transfats didn't seem like that big of a crime.


  As Dedrick enjoyed his first taste of McNuggets in the back seat, James thought back on the experience at the hospital. He couldn't believe how long it had taken them to get help. That was outrageous. What was the point of having emergency rooms, if you couldn't get help when you had an emergency? And Dr. Snarkyass Hottie-dude? What a jerk. He'd actually thought James'd hurt Dedrick on purpose. That was ridiculous. He'd throw himself off the Golden Gate Bridge before he let anyone hurt his nephew or any of his family.


  Logically, James knew the guy was right. As a teacher he'd seen his share of kids with unexplained bruising and mysterious broken limbs. He's even reported a couple to the authorities, as he was obligated to do, but it still sucked to have someone look at you with suspicion. On the upside, at least the guy gave a damn about kids. That couldn't be all bad. And his eyes were blue, really blue. And, oh my God, those arms. Okay, even if he was an asshole, he was still hot.


  It had been too long since James had had anything regular. Sure he went out now and then and hit a club, but he just couldn't seem to get motivated to seriously look for someone longer term. He wanted a boyfriend, he did, maybe even kids – he glanced back and watched Dedrick smearing barbecue sauce on his car seat – but with his job and helping out Abby when she had to go out of town, he just didn't have time. Yeah, denial was a wonderful thing.


  Oh well, he'd add the hottie doctor to the spank bank and just edit out the rolling eyes, snarky attitude and gritted teeth.


  ****


  Eli closed his eyes and leaned back against the wall outside of the hospital doors, well beyond the no-smoking limit. He slit one eye open as he watched the flame of the lighter touch the tip of the cigarette, then inhaled. The rush of nicotine through his system felt familiar and comforting, even as his lungs burned from the smoke.


  It had been another shit day. The last three or four days had been crap, but today topped it off. He slammed his free hand against the brick wall at his back when he thought about the toddler with a skull fracture in intensive care. He knew they'd be pulling the plug in the next few hours, as soon as they could sober up one of her parents long enough to get them to sign off on the organ donation form. Both of them had sat there, eyes glazed, stupid smiles fixed on their faces, oblivious to being told they had killed their child. Neither one seemed to know what had happened or who had done it. Purely by chance the police had raided the drug den and found the child unresponsive, both parents in a drugged-out stupor.


  Fuck, fuck, fuck. Eli wanted to go back in there and pump them so full of drugs they'd never wake up. He took a deep breath and tried to calm down when he heard a voice coming nearer, obviously talking on a phone. He didn't need to freak out the patients with his crazy doctor act. He relit another cigarette from the stub of the first. Since he had no clue when he'd get another break, he thought he should stock up on the nicotine while he could.


  He glanced up at the speaker as he stubbed out the first cigarette, the new one dangling from his lips, when it hit him. It was the guy from a couple of weeks ago, with the kid who'd cut his head. What were the odds of him being here? He glared at the guy. If he was back with that kid, Eli intended to unleash the full force of Child Protective Services on his ass.


  The guy looked up and noticed Eli glaring at him. His steps stuttered for a moment as he frowned, then his eyes lit up, oblivious to Eli's glare. Eli heard the last of his conversation.


  "Okay, I'll come in and fill in the incident report after Kara's parents get here. Tell Barbara it doesn't look serious. The kid's parents signed the release, so she can relax."


  Eli watched him roll his eyes at whatever the person on the other end said. It didn't sound like he was talking about his nephew - the kid had a weird name, but it wasn't Kara.


  "Yeah. See you tomorrow." He disconnected his phone and smiled at Eli. "Dr." He paused, "Zimmerman, right?"


  "Right. Um, sorry, but I see a lot of people." Eli shrugged self-consciously. Amazingly, it was rare he ran into former patients, maybe because they were freaked out and didn't remember him or they were just a steady stream of humanity he didn't notice.


  The guy stepped forward and held out his hand. "James, James McCray."


  "Oh right. Mr. McCray." Eli shook his hand. "Um, how's your nephew. Frederick? Cedrick?"


  James laughed. Eli was fascinated by that. You didn't hear many people laughing in his line of work. Emergency rooms were not hotbeds of happiness and joy. Now, tears, screaming, sobs and wailing he was familiar with. Laughing was nice.


  "Dedrick." Eli raised an eyebrow. With a grimace, James snorted. "Yeah. Tell me about it. We told Abby the kid was going to have to learn karate by the time he was two to ward off playground beatings, but she wanted to be 'unique'." He gave the word air quotes with his fingers.


  "Well, she got that part. I can honestly say I've never come across anyone else with that name."


  More laughter. Eli felt the tension in his shoulders ease. "I'll tell her you said that. She'll be thrilled." James shrugged. "He's great though. Ded takes the whole name thing in stride. In his neighborhood it's not all that weird. Nevaeh and her twin brother Heaven really have it rough."


  Eli stiffened, a frown forming - Ded, dead, the kid. Fuck. Just for a minute the whole thing hadn't been in the forefront of his brain. Now he had to go back in there to see if the parents had sobered up… and if the CT scan showed any brain activity. He knew it wouldn't, but some small part of him hoped the first scan was wrong.


  James frowned and tipped his head. Everything had seemed fine. He thought he might have even been flirting, well, borderline flirting, and the guy had been responding, then -- boom. Shut down. "Is something wrong?"


  The doctor took another drag off his cigarette. He hadn't touched it since he and James had started talking. "No, nothing. Just a, well, every day's a bad day in an ER, isn't it?"


  As the guy stubbed out the cigarette, James stepped forward, and quite out of character, touched the guy's arm. "Hey, it's not all bad. We thought one of my students broke her ankle on a hike at Big Basin today, but it's only sprained. That's good news for us, right?"


  The doctor pulled away from him, his frosty demeanor suddenly dropping back into place. "Well, that's great. I have patients to see, Mr. McCray. I'm sure you remember the frustration of having to wait on a doctor?"


  James felt his jaw drop. Oh, Dr. Asshole was back in a big way, but James refused to give the doctor the benefit of knowing he'd annoyed James. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. "It's James."


  The guy spun back around as he walked to the door. "What?"


  "It's James, Dr. Zimmerman, Mr. McCray is my father."


  He tried not to smirk as he watched the doctor blink a couple of times. The guy looked freaking hot when he was struck dumb. Maybe the trick was to keep his mouth busy so he couldn't say something snotty. James could think of a few things to keep that mouth busy. He strolled past the doctor, heading back inside to see if his student's ankle had been stabilized and to wait for her parents.


  When he got about a yard past the doctor, he heard a quiet, "Eli."


  It was James' turn to pause. Eli? Oh, his name. He turned back and smiled with a nod. "Eli." The doctor looked puzzled, but they walked back into the emergency department side by side. As they reached the main waiting area, James paused. "Hope your day improves, Eli."


  Eli just stared at him, and then sniffed, stuck his nose in the air and stalked off down the hallway. James couldn't help but chuckle. The guy had issues, but he was fun to look at it. If he unbent a smidgeon, he might be fun to hang around with.


  Not that James had any hope in hell of seeing him again. Well, he hoped not. Not at the ER anyway. All last year not a single student had needed to come to the ER with an injury. Hopefully Kara would be the only kid this year. They took all the precautions they could on the field trips, but tree roots and teenage girls giggling with their friends just didn't mix.


  Eli spent the rest of his shift frowning. Well, he usually did - he had permanent lines on his forehead that shouldn't have been on a thirty four year old man. But he wasn't frowning for the usual reasons. James McCray confused the hell out of him. He'd actually told the guy his name. What was up with that? He heard the guy laugh and practically spilled his guts. Well, in Eli's books telling the guy he'd had a shitty day was spilling his guts. Eli was the king of "Fine". How was your day? Fine. How are you? Fine. Any bad stuff happen at work? No, it was fine.


  The guy was cute, in that bouncy puppy way that people who didn't deal with the crud he saw every day were. They thought the world was wonderful and amazing and full of possibilities. Eli knew those possibilities were death, disease and desolation. Crap, he needed another cigarette already. He pushed thoughts of James aside and focused on the football player's dislocated shoulder in front of him. He wasn't going to see the guy again anyway. Except for the regulars - the homeless, drug addicts and chronically abused and ill - you didn't see people twice in an ER, and with his hours, he sure as hell didn't have the time to go out socially. He chalked it up to a weird coincidence and put it out of his mind. Mostly. He only thought about James periodically, like when someone had brown eyes, or similar hair, or the same build.


  ****


  A little over three weeks later, Eli was nearly finished with his overnight shift. Another hour and he could go home and crash. It had been pretty quiet for a Friday night, and Saturday morning was usually slow. Most people were still abed and keeping out of his hair. He picked up the next chart on the counter waiting for attention. Male, possible broken wrist, insurance... he gaped at the name on the chart. James McCray. James T. Kirk McCray. No way. One of the nurses had to be fucking with him.


  He grabbed the insurance form and looked at the print out. Those came straight from the insurance database and couldn't be altered. James T. Kirk McCray. It had to be another McCray. Age, twenty eight - that seemed about right.


  As he approached the curtain, Eli heard voices. He stopped and listened - it did sound like James. He peeked through the gap and saw the guy sitting on the bed, cradling his arm against his chest and talking to a woman who looked close to his age or maybe a bit older. Her hair was the same shade of brown pulled back in a ponytail and Dedrick was sitting on her lap. Shit. What were the odds?


  Eli took a deep breath and pulled back the curtain. "Well, Mr. McCray, we meet again. I'm starting to think you're stalking me."


  He watched curiously as James' eyes opened wide, and then a smile of delight spread across his face. "Eli." The guy looked genuinely pleased to see him, which threw Eli off his stride, but he kept going.


  "So what happened this time? Speedy cat? Tree root?"


  Abby snorted. "Would you believe stepladder?"


  James snarled at her. "It was that damn cat." When Abby rolled her eyes, James stuck his chin out. "It was. He would've gotten down on his own, but no, you made me climb up to get the damn thing off the top of the cupboards and look what happened. How am I going to do the surfing lesson next week with a broken wrist? And the stupid thing jumped down on its own, as I told you it would. It's a menace." He squinted at Abby. "It's already sent two members of our family to the ER. You're next Abs, you're next. Beware."


  She just rolled her eyes again and drawled, "Right." She stood up and shifted Dedrick to her hip. Eli was surprised how quiet the kid was. "Now that the good doctor is here..." She gave Eli a once over and waggled her eyebrows, "Dedrick and I will be in the waiting room or we may go and get some juice." She swept out of the room giggling as James muttered "Doom, doom, beware." behind her.


  Eli tried not to smile. As a rule, he did not find things to smile about at work. James was completely throwing him. Every time he saw the guy, he made Eli feel off kilter. Eli's days were always the same, until James came swanning in with his adorable, weirdly named nephew and his overly dramatic cat-hating rhetoric, and left Eli floundering. He stiffened his shoulders and put himself back in his doctor mind-set.


  "So, the evil cat?" Shit. That was not his doctor-mode question.


  "Eh. I don't mind the stupid thing, but they dragged me out of bed to come over and get the damn thing off the top of the cupboard, where it had apparently been whining and chirping all night. I lost my balance on the ladder, put out my arm to catch myself and... ouch."


  Eli gently took James' arm and pulled it away from his chest. It was already swollen and bruised, and as he carefully probed it, James winced. "Can you move your fingers?"


  "Some." James wiggled his fingers slightly.


  "Well, you definitely need an x-ray." He popped his head out the curtain and told a passing nurse to send someone to take James for an x-ray. As they waited, he fiddled with the chart. "Could you, uh, could you check this insurance form? Just make sure all the information is correct."


  James frowned, but took the chart and looked it over. "Yeah, it's all good. I told them that at the front."


  "Seriously? There's nothing unusual?"


  "No." James was looking at him like he was losing it. Maybe he was.


  "Your name is really..."


  James looked at him for a minute, confused, and then, when it seemed to dawn on him what Eli was asking, he blushed scarlet. "Yeah, it really is."


  "Why?"


  The look James gave him said it all. "Obviously, because my parents named me that. It's not like I'd legally change my name to that."


  "But why not? It's totally cool."


  He got another look. "A Trekkie?"


  "Um."


  James rolled his eyes. "God, my parents would love you. You go to conventions don't you?"


  Eli felt his own face flush red. "No." He bit out, perhaps a bit too quickly.


  The laughter rang out. "Not anymore, you mean."


  "Shut up." Eli mumbled and looked for the orderly or whoever was supposed to be taking James down for x-rays.


  "Guess what my brothers' names are - Len and Monte."


  Tipping his head to the side, Eli thought. Len, Leonard. "Not Leonard McCoy McCray?" He was aghast. How could you name your kid McCoy McCray?


  James just laughed and nodded, wincing when he jogged his arm. "Now Monte."


  "Montgomery Scott."


  "Yep."


  "But... Abby?"


  "Abigail Uhura. They didn't know Uhura's first name and my Mom refused to let my dad just call her Uhura McCray, so they compromised on her name."


  "Wow."


  "Yeah."


  "Have you ever met him?"


  James sighed as if indulging him, which Eli supposed he was. "Yes, a few times - my parents used to drag us to conventions when we were kids."


  Eli gazed off into space and breathed, "Wow." again. He heard James snort in response.


  The curtain was pulled back and Eli seemed to snap back to his usual abrupt, cold self. He gave terse instructions to the woman with the wheel chair, scribbled something on a piece of paper and ripped it off for the woman to take with her. He glanced up at the clock, bit his lip, and then looked back at James. "I'll wait for your results."


  James shrugged. "Okay." He was wheeled off down the hall.


  With a shake of his head, Eli told the nurse that he'd be in the lounge with his charts. As Eli turned in that direction, he heard his name called and spun to come face to face with James' sister, the little guy's hand clutched in hers.


  "Dr. Zimmerman?"


  "Yes?"


  "I just wanted to say thanks, for taking care of Dedrick when I was away. You can hardly see the scar. So, thanks anyway." She looked at the space where James had been sitting. "Is it broken do you think?"


  Eli shrugged. "It didn't look good. I guess we'll know for sure shortly." He looked down at the little guy with a faint pink line on his forehead. "And you're, uh, welcome for the..." He waved at Dedrick.


  She just beamed back at him. He kept repeating 'Abigail Uhura' in his head as he looked at her. An entire family. He should have asked what their parents' names were. He finally shook himself out of his Star Trek induced stupor. "I have to ..." He waved the charts in the air.


  "Yeah. Sure. We'll be just outside if James is looking for us; Dedrick needs to burn off some energy. And like I said, thanks again." She caught the little guy's attention. "Say thanks to Dr. Zimmerman."


  Dedrick looked up at him. "Sanks."


  "You're welcome." This was the weirdest fucking day he'd ever had. People thanking him, smiling at him, happy to see him. What the hell? Maybe he was so overtired he was hallucinating. But then he'd only been on duty for eleven and a half hours and he'd even managed to grab a couple of hours sleep. And then offering to hang around until the x-rays were ready? He was losing it.


  Within thirty minutes, the nurse told him James was back, and yes, it was broken. Eli told her to get the supplies while he found a more subdued James slumped on the table. Eli didn't say anything as he looked at the x-ray. It wasn't too bad - just a small fracture - but James'd need a cast for about four weeks.


  Eli was starting to get worried. James hadn't said anything or even looked up at him. "James? Are you okay?"


  James' head snapped up and he glared at Eli. "No, I'm not fucking okay. I have a broken wrist." He waved his arm in the air, then gasped as the pain hit.


  This was what Eli was used to dealing with in the ER. None of the happy smiley friendly crap. "It's a minor break and should be healed completely in four weeks."


  "Do you know what my job is?" James was practically snarling now.


  "Um. You said you're a teacher."


  "Yeah, I'm an outdoor ed teacher. Do you know what that is?"


  "You, uh, teach about the outdoors?"


  James rolled his eyes. "Close. I'm basically a glorified gym teacher. I teach surfing, kayaking, wilderness camping, rock climbing. So tell me, which of those do you propose I teach with a fucking broken arm?"


  Eli licked his lips and swallowed. Usually when patients got pissy, he just ignored them or put them in their place. He was having trouble doing that with James. His instinct was to give him a hug and tell him it would be okay, which was bullshit. "Camping?"


  James shook his head in disgust. "You can't assemble a goddamned tent with a broken arm."


  "Wrist."


  "What the fuck ever."


  Eli closed his eyes and took a deep breath. "I'm going to give you a shot to help with the pain. It will probably hurt when I set the bones in place."


  James shook his head. "I don't think that's a good idea. I'm really sensitive and I get super-loopy." He did not need to get super-loopy in front of Dr. Studly.


  He watched Eli prepare a syringe. "Trust me, loopy or not, you're going to want this." Before James could protest, Eli had pushed up his shirt sleeve, swabbed his arm and jabbed in the needle. Shit, Eli's bedside manner could use some work.


  James winced and pulled away. "Christ, Eli. Be gentle with me when you stick it in." James noticed the nurse raise her eyebrows.


  Eli just snorted and started doing whatever doctors did when you broke your wrist. James tried not to look - he had a feeling he'd freak out if he watched them. It did hurt like hell when Eli pulled his wrist straight, but James could feel the buzz of whatever was in that shot as the pain soon dulled to a low-level ache.


  James stared down at the top of Eli's head as the doctor bent over his wrist wrapping plaster around James' arm. When Eli tipped his head, James could see his ear; there was a small hole in the lobe where Eli'd obviously had it pierced at some point. James was having trouble focusing, so he leaned closer to see if the hole had grown over. Closer and closer he moved, head spinning, eyes blinking. He reached out with his good hand and grasped the lobe of Eli's ear between his thumb and forefinger.


  When Eli's head snapped back, James almost fell off the table. "What the hell?" Eli was standing in front of him and the doctor reached up to touch his ear. "What were you doing?"


  James just grinned. Damn Eli was hot. He leered at him, looking him up and down. "Your ear is cute." James thought his voice sounded odd, like he was drunk.


  Eli felt his face turn red. He looked at the nurse who turned away, her lips twitching in amusement. Fucking great, now the nurses would be talking about him in the break room. He cleared his throat. "Just sit still and behave. I'm almost done." Eli wrapped the last few layers of plaster, then looked up to see James stripping him naked with his eyes or going cross-eyed - it was hard to tell which.


  "Do you want a colored one?


  "Colored what?" James was definitely slurring now.


  "Cast, we can leave it plain or make it colored."


  James' eyes lit up. "Pink."


  "Um, I'm not sure pink is a good choice." The nurse was having more difficulty stifling her laughter now. "How about blue?"


  "I hate blue; it's for boys."


  "You are a boy. Okay, how about purple. That's almost pink."


  "Okay." James was staring into space now, kind of humming and swaying on the table.


  Eli and the nurse got him set up with a purple cast. James was swaying even more now, so Eli steadied him with a hand on his shoulder. "Maybe you should lie down for a minute." All he needed was James to fall off the examining table and hurt himself. He hadn't over-dosed him, but James hadn't lied about being sensitive. He was high as a kite. Eli was glad James' sister was there.


  Just as he thought it, Abby poked her head through the curtain. "All done?" She looked at James lying on the table humming. "Oh God, you gave him a painkiller didn't you?" She started giggling.


  "Yeah, sorry. I thought it was for the best, but..." he waved his hand weakly in the direction of James.


  "This is brilliant. Did he do anything way embarrassing that I can blackmail him with later? Did he try to get naked? He did that when he broke his ankle in high school."


  Eli was left blinking, imagining James stripping. He shook off the image. "Um, no, sorry. Beyond some wicked humming and swaying, he pretty much behaved himself."


  "Crap." She looked at the cast. "Purple?"


  "Well, he wanted pink, but I thought purple might be a compromise."


  She broke up then, bent over laughing while Dedrick looked silently at them all as if he wasn't quite sure what was going on, which was probably true. "Oh my God. That is so perfect. Genius. I'm going to make his life miserable with that for at least a week. I can't wait to tell Monte."


  Eli shook his head. He and his sister definitely didn't have that kind of relationship. They got along fine, they saw each other every couple of years at some family thing, polite, pleasant. She would never seek out information to use against him. This was kind of odd. Like those families you read about in books.


  "Okay, well, I don't think he should be alone for a bit until the meds wear off. Here's a prescription for something less potent if he's in a lot of pain; in four weeks he should have his wrist checked and it will likely be good."


  "No problem. I'll keep him at my place today. My fault anyway, well Maxi's. Stupid cat." He helped James off the table so she could put her arm around his waist to guide him out.


  "Thanks again, Dr. Zimmerman. You're practically our family doctor already. I hope I'm not next." She grinned up at Eli and he couldn't help but smile back.


  "Eli." He wanted to smack himself in the head. Why was he letting this weird family get under his skin?


  She just kept smiling. "Okay, Eli. Take care."


  James finally looked at him, eyes glassy and smiled crookedly. "Nice ear." Despite himself Eli laughed.


  Eli watched them head down the hallway and looked up at the clock. Eight thirty. He was thirty minutes over - he could go. Once again, he grabbed his stuff and headed out to his car. It was a beautiful late-September day - the sun was shining, the sky was blue - the perfect postcard kind of San Francisco day. He took a deep breath and got in his car thinking he might hit the Wharf later after he grabbed some sleep. It was really too nice to be inside and he could go and say hi to the sea lions.


  He was half-way home before he realized he hadn't had a cigarette the minute he'd left work. He scowled for a moment, and then blamed it on the freaky McCray family with their weird names. McCoy McCray. That practically required Child Protective Services intervention. He ignored the smile lingering on his lips.


  ****


  James still blushed when he thought about his time in the ER. He couldn't believe he'd grabbed Eli's ear. On the upside, he hadn't grabbed Eli's ass. He'd warned Eli he got loopy and the man still gave him the shot, so in a way it was Eli's own fault. And then he had to tell Abby about the pink thing? Eli was mean, that was all there was to it. He was a mean nasty snotty asshole. Who was so fucking hot James had been jerking off to fantasies of him for weeks. He was glad his left arm was broken, not his right.


  But the cast was off now; he was perfectly fine, even if he'd had to have someone else teach the surfing unit while he'd supervised from the beach.


  Next weekend was Halloween. His parents always had their big Star Trek themed Halloween party. It was wild, with the Trekkies really getting into it. It was like a Con but slightly smaller and with more booze. He didn't always go, although he had the requisite costume, actually more than one. Even Dedrick had a costume this year, a little tiny yeoman with a red shirt. Poor kid, he was doomed. The red shirt always got picked off first. Of course, he'd be in bed by nine o'clock anyway.


  James had been thinking about Eli and the whole Trekkie thing. The guy was definitely uptight and stressed - he even smoked, which wasn't something James was into. Surely as a doctor he knew that was bad for him? But then he'd heard about doctors who were hooked on all kinds of drugs, especially high pressure ER doctors, so he supposed cigarettes was the lesser of several evils. He knew personally he'd rather have a doctor work on him who was hooked on nicotine instead of alcohol or oxycontin.


  When he was at his parents for dinner, he'd picked up one of their Halloween invitations. The party was invitation-only - with suitably kitschy invites. James didn't make any promises, but he'd mentioned that Eli was kind of a fan and his parents were thrilled that they might get to meet the man who'd stitched Dedrick's head. His mom gave him a look and winked when he told them about Eli, which garnered her an eye roll. She was a matchmaker; his dad was oblivious.


  Before driving over, James had called the hospital to see if Eli was working. Amazingly they told him he was. He'd expected to get the whole "we can't tell you that" speech. As James walked toward the ER entrance, he couldn't believe how nervous he was. He never got nervous about guys. Well, truth be told, he hadn't asked one out in... forever… and never one as hot as Eli. Before he got to the entrance, he glanced over - sure enough, Eli and his cigarette were skulking by a palm tree. Well, maybe not skulking, but hunched.


  James turned with a big grin and headed Eli's way. The butterflies in his stomach were the good kind. "Eli, hi."


  Eli's head jerked up. His expression was not exactly welcoming. "You are stalking me." He took a deep drag on his cigarette and exhaled.


  James' feet stuttered, and he came to a stop in front of him. "Um. Not really. I phoned and they said you were working and I, uh, so..." He hadn't expected this kind of reception.


  Eli knew he was snarling; it wasn't James' fault, but it had been a bitch of a day. Some idiot had decided to burn his house down with his kids in it rather than let his wife have custody. Both dead - the father survived, of course. Eli just couldn't cope with 'happy smiley the world is a great place' James. He wanted to wallow and scream and beat someone up. Preferably the asshole in the burn unit. He hoped that guy suffered…a lot.


  He watched James drop his gaze to the ground and swallow. Shit. Now he felt guilty on top of being angry. "Oh, well," James continued to stutter, "well, I just wanted to give you this, I thought you might enjoy it. My parents have a big Trek party on Halloween, but whatever, just, anyway..." He trailed off and held out an envelope, which Eli finally took.


  James backed up a step. "Don't worry - I likely won't go, so if you want to go you won't have to deal with me. You can take someone with you or whatever. Anyway, take care."


  As James turned to leave, Eli spoke up. "James." James paused. "God, I'm sorry. It's not your fault. It's just, well, a bitch of a day. Sometimes..." He shrugged.


  There was a moment of silence, then James turned around, walked to Eli and leaned back on the wall beside him. "Wanna talk about it?"


  "No, it's fine."


  "Bullshit."


  "It's not something you want to hear about."


  "Yes, I do. Spill."


  No way was Eli going to tell James anything. He'd never shared this shit with Nate; Nate hadn't wanted to know after the first few times he'd tried to vent to him. Nate just started ranting about how Eli should get into something else, like plastic surgery, which made way more money. "Did you hear about that fire on the news?" What the fuck? He was not going to talk about this. James nodded. "A custody battle. Dad decided he wasn't giving up custody to the mother, so he set the house on fire." Jesus Christ, he needed to shut his mouth.


  "Holy shit. You had to..."


  "Yeah."


  "Well fuck. That sucks. No wonder you're in a mood. You're entitled. Everyone dead?"


  "Not the father." His jaw was so tight it was starting to ache.


  When Eli felt James' arm go around his shoulders and squeeze, he almost collapsed. "Oh hell." James kept his arm around him and Eli felt a little of the stress leave. "Sorry for my bad timing."


  "No, it was good timing. I was ready to go back in there and set him on fire myself."


  "I can understand that. Probably goes against that oathy thing you have to take, but I can see the urge."


  Eli snorted. "Yeah, definitely against the oathy thing." He took a breath. "I better go back in; there are other people who need me. I just needed a break." Eli waved the invitation. "Thanks for this, and, well, I really wouldn't go if you don't. I don't know anyone in your family except Abby and Dedrick, so that would be a bit awkward."


  He watched fascinated as James' face lit up. "You wanna go together? I could pick you up. My folks live in Oakland."


  What the fuck was he doing? Eli glanced at the date - amazingly he was off. "Okay, yeah." He pulled out a pen and a prescription pad and scribbled on it. "Here's my number so we can figure things out."


  James snatched the pen, wrote his number on the bottom half, and ripped it off. "Here, it's easier for you to call me since you work different hours. Anything outside of eight to three weekdays you can reach me."


  "Okay." Eli watched James stride off with a bounce in his step. Well shit, he had a date with James T. Kirk – McCray. James was hotter than Kirk had ever been. Well, maybe not hotter than baby Kirk, Chris Pine. Seriously, that guy was - gah. Eli walked back into the ER with a half-smile on his face. This definitely had been a weird day, but maybe not totally disastrous.


  ****


  Eli called James a couple of days later, completely in a tizzy over what he'd wear. He was trying to back out when James came up with the brilliant plan of Eli coming over to his place so he could use one of James' costumes. They weren't that much different in size except for height and they could drive from James'.


  James wasn't quite ready to admit that the perfect plan meant Eli had to come back to his place after the party to get his car. He could hear the faint laughter of an evil genius in the back of his head, but he chose to ignore it. It just made more sense and he was all about logic. Now the laughter turned mocking. Bastard.


  On Saturday night, Eli looked nervous when he arrived. James wasn't sure if it was meeting his family or the date thing. He knew Eli had worked that day - maybe there had been another shitty event. "How was work?"


  "Fine."


  James shook his head. "Fine? Really? You work in the ER, for God's sake. It's never fine."


  With a shrug Eli turned away, looking around the apartment. "It was as fine as it can be. Normal."


  James stepped up, gripped Eli's chin, and forced Eli to look at him. "Truth? I'm going to ban 'fine'. You're not allowed to use it with me anymore." He smirked. "Unless it's used in the phrase 'Your ass looks fine'."


  "Not allowed?" Eli was glaring at him.


  With a smile, James nodded. "Yep. Not allowed. Don't argue." He left Eli sputtering and headed toward his bedroom. "Come on. Let's see what you want to wear."


  When Eli walked into the bedroom, he stopped in shock. There were six outfits laid out on the bed - the traditional blue and gold outfits, even a red-shirt, a green jacket with gold braid and medals that had been for dignitaries, as well as the wrap-around style shirt along with the formal red and white admiral's uniform from the movies. He stood his mouth gaping. "Holy shit."


  James looked at Eli in confusion, then back at the bed. "Oh yeah, well, my mom sews… a lot."


  "Your mom made all these?" When James nodded, Eli continued. "I think I'm in love."


  "Hey, my dad might take offense." He just shook his head as Eli fingered the fabric.


  "So which one do you want to wear? They're all about the same size, but, well…" James looked at Eli's arms and tried not to drool. "The formal one with the medals doesn't stretch, nor does the Admiral's, and I think they might be kind of tight in your arms and chest." He swallowed.


  Eli finally looked away from the costumes, blinking. "Oh, just the... yellow one I guess." He gave a little smirk. "I can't believe you have a blue one."


  "Why not?" James wondered why Eli would say that.


  "After what you said in the hospital?" James just continued to look at him curiously. "I believe you said, and I quote "I hate blue, it's for boys."" Eli was trying to stifle his laughter.


  James buried his face in his hands and groaned. Oh shit. He peeked through his fingers. "Was this before or after the pink thing?"


  "After."


  "Oh fuck." He couldn't help snorting though. It was funny. They both stood there snickering like twelve year olds when James finally cleared his throat. "Okay, yellow for you, and I think I'll go formal with gold braid." He turned as he peeled off his shirt. He stopped when he realized Eli was staring at him. He suddenly felt very exposed. "Um, Eli?"


  Eli licked his lips, and finally looked James in the eye. "Huh?"


  Oh, that was an ego boost. "Get changed?"


  "Uh huh." His gaze was roaming over James' chest. James felt his nipples harden at the look and quickly snatched up the jacket and pulled it on. Yes, Eli's interest was flattering, and damn, he was equally interested, but he wasn't really sure this was a date or something weird like more than a hook-up but less than a real date. Would a hook-up be so bad? Did he want a date? Shit, he should have thought this through better.


  When Eli pulled his own t-shirt off, James lost track of his musing. Holy shit. The guy had a six pack to die for, amazing arms as he'd suspected, and a most lickable tattoo on his right bicep. Oh yeah, hook-up, date, whatever. Quick blow job in his parents' garden shed, that would work. He realized it was his turn to be caught staring and his face flushed. He didn't want Eli to think he was some kind of party boy but then again, when faced with someone with a body like Eli, it was hard not to just drop your pants and bend over.


  Speaking of pants, now he had to take his off. Crap. If he didn't turn around, Eli would definitely notice the turn his mind had taken.


  Eli barely stifled a snort when he saw James' reaction. He was glad he wasn't alone in this - it would have been awkward to be the only one attracted. But James seemed to be scrambling to get dressed, so Eli guessed a pre-party blow job was out of the question. Even a quick grope would have been welcome. It had been months since he'd gotten even that much. But when James turned his back and slid his jeans off, Eli got the hint. Maybe the guy wasn't interested after all. Eli'd been out of the game so long he couldn't even read the signals anymore. He pretty much needed someone to come right up and say "Wanna fuck?" to get it.


  He pulled the yellow shirt on and was surprised it fit as well as it did. It was a bit tight in the arms - maybe he should lay off the curls – but otherwise pretty good. James still had his back to him, so Eli quickly undid his pants and slid them down. Just as he stepped out of them and stood up, James turned back around and they both froze.


  Eli stood with his jeans in one hand; James stood still with his hands on the fasteners of the shirt. James' gaze was very surely focused on his crotch. Uh oh. There was no way he was going to be able to keep Little Eli down with a stare like that aimed at him. When James licked his lips, that was it. Eli could almost visualize the bulge in his boxer briefs getting larger as he felt himself hardening. Suddenly, James' eyes flew up to meet Eli's gaze and they both just stood there for a moment. Eli was sure that James would step forward and kiss him or touch him or something, but instead the man stuttered something about tape and fled the room.


  Well shit. Eli didn't know what to think. James couldn't be a virgin; he didn't come across as innocent. He seemed interested given his reaction. What the hell was going on? Eli shook his head and pulled on the pants. They were a bit tight across the crotch, but his cock hadn't settled down yet either. He was still thinking about James' ass as he'd bent over to pull on the black uniform pants. Nice, tight, round but not a bubble butt. Perfect really.


  Eli took a deep breath to try and calm himself because the pants weren't getting any looser. James came back, blushing and holding a roll of duct tape. Eli wasn't sure what that meant. He'd been pretty sure the guy didn't have a serial killer vibe, but hell, he could barely tell who was gay these days. Maybe he was just kinky? Eli could work with that. He raised an eye brow.


  James blushed. "For the pants." He waved the duct tape in the direction of the pants, which were an inch or two long on Eli. "It's faster than hemming. Okay, actually I can't hem. But you know." He broke off looking embarrassed again.


  "Sure. That works." Eli shook his head. James was really acting oddly.


  As he knelt beside Eli, James gritted his teeth. This was totally unfair. He shouldn't have to have to be kneeling in front of the hottest guy he's seen in forever and resist. He still wasn't sure why he was resisting making a move on the man. Eli would go for it, but James wanted it to be a date.


  James focused on flipping up the pants and tearing off the tape to fasten them. If he didn't think about it, he could get it finished and be done. As he tried to stand up, he knelt on his own pant leg and lost his balance, falling forward. He put out his hand to catch himself; his palm landed on Eli's thigh and his face smooshed into Eli's crotch as he tried to regain his balance.


  Instinctively, he inhaled sharply and caught Eli's scent. Oh fuck. He was so screwed. Eli's hand came down and smoothed over his hair. "James? Are you okay?"


  James needed to move, he really did. He needed to pull his face away from Eli's crotch. Yes, he would, shortly, as soon as he memorized that scent. When he felt Eli's cock start to harden under his cheek, he moaned and pulled back with a jerk. James leapt to his feet, his face scarlet. "Oh, God. I'm so sorry."


  As James went to turn away, Eli caught his wrist. "James? What's going on?"


  "Nothing. I'm fine."


  "Oh, don't give me the fine bullshit. If I can't, you can't." Eli jerked on James' wrist, pulling him closer. "Have you changed your mind about tonight?"


  James' eyes went wide. "No! Of course not." He looked down and swallowed. "I just... this is supposed to be a fun night out for you to get you away from the stress of work, and I'm practically throwing you down and having my wicked way you before we even get to the party."


  Eli chuckled and James snapped his head up to look at him. "I wouldn't turn you down, you know." James just nodded. "But we don't have to do anything, I, well, I appreciate you even thought of this for me." Eli looked away. "Nate, my ex, well, he wasn't too tolerant of my Star Trek interest, so I've kind of steered clear. Then you, a total stranger – more or less – invited me to this because you knew I'd like it." Eli shrugged. "I just want you to know that it means a lot to me."


  James stared into Eli's blue eyes. Those gorgeous sky blue eyes - no longer cold and remote as they'd been the night he met Eli - his pupils growing wide as he stared at James. Without really even thinking about it, James leaned in closer and his lips oh so gently touched Eli's. Eli blinked quickly several times, then his hand released James' wrist to slide around his waist to draw him closer until their hips were flush. His other hand slid up James' arm to wrap his fingers around the back of James' head, tipping it slightly before he pulled James's head down until their lips touched again.


  Eli gently sucked at James' bottom lip as James wrapped his arms around Eli's back; Eli pulled him in even tighter when he felt James respond. When Eli's tongue licked at James' lips, James opened his mouth to the invader with a groan, tightening his own arms around Eli. James could taste the faint underlying flavor of cigarettes, but over that was mint and Eli. Oddly James didn't find the cigarette flavor off-putting… or maybe it was just Eli's skill with his tongue that made James completely forget about anything but the smooth slick wetness in his mouth and the rub of Eli's hard cock against his own.


  James seriously considered rubbing off on Eli. It would feel so good and only take a few minutes considering how hard he was. Then he remembered the day he'd invited Eli - seeing him stressed out, leaning against the hospital wall, upset about the dead kids - and he knew the man needed more than a quick BJ or hand-job. James was going to take Eli to the party and let him wallow in the Trekkiness, even if it wasn't really James' thing.


  As James started to pull back, he had to pry Eli's hand off his head. He smiled down at Eli, whose eyes looked a bit glazed. "It's party time."


  "Huh?" Eli was trying to pull him back closer. James was flattered, but he was taking Eli to that party if it killed him… and it may very well.


  "You're a doctor, right?" Eli frowned at him. "So, can you die of blue balls?"


  Eli tipped his head as he tried to process what James had said. Finally he snorted and playfully punched James' shoulder. "Idiot. Maybe you'll find out since you made us stop."


  James smiled. "We'll see if you can resist my charms once I apply myself." Eli's eyebrows rose skeptically. "Come on." James walked to the closet and started digging on the top shelf. "You need this."


  Eli stepped back as something small and furry flew at him. He caught it and looked at the fake fur ball. "What the hell is this?"


  "It's a tribble."


  He turned it over in his hands a few times before he started laughing. James smiled; it felt good to hear Eli laugh. He had a feeling Eli didn't laugh that often.


  "I always wanted one of these."


  "It's a real one." Mystified, Eli looked between the tribble and James. "It was actually on the show. My parents got a whole bunch of them back in the day. My uncle worked on the set, and when they got rid of a lot of props and stuff, he picked up a box of the things."


  Eli's eyes widened. "But then I shouldn't take it. What if I lose it?"


  James shrugged. "Whatever. There're more." He snatched it from Eli's hands and flipped it over. "Besides, my mom attached Velcro." He reached out and jammed it on Eli's shoulder where it stuck. "So he'll just stick to you."


  He leaned in and gave Eli another quick kiss. He liked being able to kiss Eli whenever he wanted. "Come on. If you want to see Yeoman Dedrick, we have to get there before he conks out for the night."


  With a grin Eli followed him out of the bedroom, then did a double take when he got a look at them in the mirror. It was freaky to see them in Star Trek uniforms; despite how many cons he'd gone to in his younger days, he'd never been brave enough to wear a costume. He felt like an eighteen year old kid again.


  They chatted about their common interests in the car on the way to the party. Eli told James more about his family and James continued with the background on his siblings as well. Eli was obviously not as close to his parents as James was, but his parents were proud they had a doctor in the family. What Jewish mother wasn't? They thought his sister had married well, and while they knew Eli was gay, Eli always had the feeling that his mother hoped he'd see the light, find a nice Jewish girl and have a half dozen babies.


  Since Nate left, odd e-mails from Jewish dating sites had been showing up in his inbox and he was pretty sure they weren't random spam. However, as was typical in his family, it just wasn't discussed. His sister Johanna knew he was gay and seemed okay with it. She'd never said anything negative, but they just didn't talk about it. It was far too personal and intimate to be discussed with family, which, given what he was finding out about James' family, seemed odd.


  James was the third child. His younger brother Monte lived in LA and worked in the film industry as an editor. Len, the oldest, was in Portland working as a construction contractor. Abby was a software programmer in the gaming industry. Len was married and had two boys, while Monte had a steady girlfriend but wasn't in any hurry to get married or have kids. Eli had been a bit afraid to ask about Abby as sometimes single parents had issues with exes, but Abby just got tired of waiting for Mr. Right, so she had Dedrick with the help of a sperm bank. She wasn't dating anyone now, but wasn't against getting married someday as long as the guy was okay with Dedrick. From the way James talked, the guy would also have to be approved by the three brothers, who weren't about to let some guy treat Abby and Dedrick with anything less than the utmost respect. It was freaky - he knew more about James' siblings and their feelings about family, kids, their jobs and life than he knew about his own sister.


  Eli tentatively asked James' parents' names. James told him it was Sarah and Carl. When Eli raised an eyebrow, James laughed. "I know, I know. My dad tried to convince my mom to change their names after I was born. My mom put her foot down. So my dad had to be content with us kids having Star Trek names. My mom loves the show and everything, but she figured changing her name was taking it just a bit too far."


  "Huh." Eli's dad golfed and worked. His mother played tennis and would rather slit her wrists than golf. His father was not allowed to discuss golf in her presence. In fact, he wasn't sure they ever discussed anything when in each other's presence. They must have. You couldn't go for thirty five years without talking could you?


  They pulled up to a large two story house in a suburban neighborhood. Cars lined the street, but they found a spot reserved for family in the driveway. Eli was nervous now. He was going to meet James' family. What if they hated him? What if they thought he was weird? Or too Jewish? It had happened.


  They walked in the front door without knocking and James grabbed Eli's hand, leading him straight into the kitchen. Eli was struck dumb. All around them, in the living room and passing them in the hallway, where people dressed up like Star Trek characters - new Star Trek, old Star Trek, and even some Cardassians and Klingons. It was liked he'd fallen asleep and was having the best dream ever, especially given that a hottie named James T. Kirk had tangled their fingers together and was dragging Eli down the hall behind him.


  They burst into the kitchen to shouts of "James!" and Eli stopped short, trying to disengage his hand, but James just tightened his hold. Eli finally focused enough to look around and saw Abby, standing at the counter in one of the super short uniform dresses and high boots, cutting some fruit. Dedrick was standing next to her wearing a little red shirt uniform, bouncing from foot to foot and tugging on her dress. He seemed more like a normal kid than he had at the hospital, when he'd been abnormally quiet and well behaved.


  Abby smiled at Eli and waved. She then said something to Dedrick, who looked over at him and kind of waved back. Eli just smiled blankly, perhaps in terror, as James pulled him over to a woman wearing a long caftan type gown, with her hair in an elaborate up-do.


  James finally let go of Eli's hand and embraced the woman. "Hey, Mom." He pulled back and grabbed Eli again. "This is Eli Zimmerman, well, I told you about him." Eli watched fascinated as James blushed. "Eli, my mom, Sarah."


  Before he knew what hit him, Eli found himself in the embrace of the older woman who smelled like flowers. "Dr. Zimmerman. It's so wonderful to meet you, the man who stitched up our Dedrick's head." He watched her give James a slightly scolding look as she pulled back. James just rolled his eyes.


  "Eli. Please, Mrs. McCray. It was nothing."


  James spoke up. "Yeah, what about my wrist? He fixed my wrist too. You don't even care about your poor injured son." James brought up a good pout.


  As Abby walked behind Eli carrying the small plate of fruit she muttered at Eli, "He's such a freaking whiner." She then darted away with a smirk as James took a swing at her and complained, "Everyone is so mean to me."


  "Of course, dear." His mother patted James on the shoulder. "And it's Sarah. Just Sarah. I'm going to take Eli and find your father. You put out the Romulan Ale, will you, James? Be a good boy."


  She tucked her hand in Eli's arm and led him away. Eli looked back at James, not sure if he should be afraid, and found James staring back, mouth agape. That didn't give Eli a lot of confidence. But he was a doctor; he could handle high-stress situations. This was definitely one of them.


  They walked out onto the patio and Eli was stunned to find the large backyard filled with more people in costume. He gaped around. "Is everyone in costume?"


  James' mother patted his arm. "Oh yes. It's the rule. You can't come without one." She paused looking around. "Now where is Carl? Oh, there he is."


  As they made their way down the stairs and across the lawn, James' mother began what Eli decided was the grilling. "So you're an ER doctor."


  "Yes, ma'am."


  "Don't ma'am me. It's Sarah. Where did you go to school?"


  "Chicago, where I grew up."


  "So what brought you to the foggy shores of San Francisco?"


  Eli paused. Obviously she knew James was gay. She probably suspected Eli was, given that he seemed to be James' date and had been holding his hand. "Um."


  "Ah, a boy. It's always a boy, isn't it?" Eli just nodded dumbly. "I moved here from Boston, of all places, when I met Carl. He was going to school in Boston at the time, and... here I am." She smiled over at him. "A happy ever after and all that." Suddenly she frowned. "You're not still with..."


  Eli quickly shook his head. "No, that didn't really work. It, uh, ended about two years ago."


  She patted his arm. "Oh, I'm sorry dear. But I suppose for James' sake I shouldn't be. That probably makes me an awful person, but one does have to look out for one's family first." She grinned at him and Eli just swallowed. His freak-out-o-meter was going through the roof.


  They stopped in front of a man with Spock ears and a very realistic hair piece. James' mother patted him on the shoulder. "Carl, I want to introduce you to someone."


  James' dad turned and smiled at them. Eli could imagine James looking like this in thirty years or so, minus the Spock ears. "Carl, this is Eli, Dr. Zimmerman, who James and Abby told us about."


  James' dad smiled even wider and held out his hand, giving Eli a hearty handshake. "Ah, the good doctor who stitched up Dedrick." The man nudged an older man wearing a long white robe next to him. "Stan. Stan. This is the doctor who fixed up Dedrick. Dr. Zimmerman."


  The man in the robe smiled and shook Eli's hand, too. "Good job doc, good job. It looks fine."


  Eli found himself blinking dumbly. "Um, thanks." He cleared his throat. "I, uh, also helped with James' wrist." He felt compelled to get the guy some sympathy.


  Carl was waving his hand in the air. "Damn fool should never have been up on the ladder. It's a cat for chrissakes, it would come down when it was ready. Kids." He smiled again. "Hope you enjoy the party, Eli." He gave a little wink. "That tribble seems to have taken a liking to you." With a laugh he was off across the lawn with Stan discussing dilithium crystals.


  Once more Eli felt compelled to defend James. "It really could have been quite bad you know. He was lucky it was a minor break."


  James' mother patted his arm. "You're a sweetheart. I know. We were very upset at first, but he shouldn't give in to Abby or Dedrick. I swear, every time they say jump, he asks how high. He needs to get some interests of his own, something, or someone, to keep him busy and occupied with his own life." She stopped then and looked directly at him.


  "Oh, yeah, I suppose."


  She rolled her eyes. "I'm trying to be subtle here, Eli, since I don't know you that well, but really, he needs a man. Think about it." She pulled him forward. "Come, we'll get you a drink and find James. He should be suitably freaked out that I've had you to myself for this long. Tell him I asked about your annual income and condom preference."


  His mouth hanging open, Eli entered the house behind her to find James pacing the length of the kitchen. When he saw the shell-shocked look on Eli's face, he turned to the kitchen cabinets and started banging his head against them. James' mother just laughed some more and kept walking.


  James watched Eli walk up to him with trepidation. God only knew what his mother had said to the man, but from the look on Eli's face, it hadn't been good. Eli stopped in front of him. James cleared his throat. "Um, do you want to leave?"


  His eyes going wide, Eli looked startled. "No, of course not. Why?"


  "Well." James just kind of waved his hand towards the backyard.


  "Oh, no, it was fine. Weird, but fine."


  "You desperately want a cigarette though don't you?"


  "Yes. No. Well, whatever, I didn't bring them with me so I'll be fine."


  "Eli."


  "What?"


  "Fine?"


  Eli huffed. "Sometimes fine fits. I go long hours at the hospital without smoking, I'm not going to have a nicotine fit, and your mother was very nice. I'm just not used to... well, families I guess, or being grilled by someone's mother."


  "Oh, God." James grabbed two beers off the counter and pulled Eli by the hand outside. He found a quiet spot near the corner of the house and handed one of the beers to Eli. "So what did she say?"


  Eli smirked as he took a swallow of beer. "She said I'm to tell you she asked about my annual income and condom preference."


  James felt his face go hot with embarrassment and he closed his eyes momentarily. "Oh, shit. What did you say?"


  "I told her I'm quite capable of keeping you in the style to which you are accustomed, and ribbed for receiving. Anything will do for giving."


  His eyes wide, James coughed. "You didn't." Then he paused and frowned. "I don't have any ribbed."


  Eli's grin grew wicked and wide as he stepped into James' personal space. "Well, then..."


  James nodded mutely. His mind was already spinning off into a fantasy of Eli fucking him, somewhere, anywhere, even right here in the garden. Eli stepped even closer until their chests were touching, then leaned forward and breathed into James' ear. "Do you like that idea, James? Do you like the idea of me fucking your divine ass?" Eli's hand slid down James' side and around to grip one of his cheeks. James almost swooned right there. "It's been a long time for me. I can probably go two or three times. Think you can handle that?"


  James' let out an unmanly whimper, then wrapped his arms around Eli, pulled him in tight, and swooped in for a kiss. It was hard and impatient with teeth clashing and tongues tangling together as he thrust his hips against Eli. He was once again considering the option of rubbing off against the man when Eli pulled away. James tried to pout and pull him back, but he finally realized there was someone beside them. A little someone.


  Dedrick was tugging on Eli's shirt. The little guy looked up at them both. "Can I play with your tribble?"


  Eli looked at James, who nodded, and Eli plucked the tribble off his shirt and stuck it on the front of Dedrick's. "Don't lose him or Uncle James will be lonely when he goes to bed later."


  James gave him a smoldering look. "I don't think that will be an issue."


  Dedrick's interruption cooled things down a bit between them, so they spent the rest of the evening enjoying the party. Eli couldn't keep the grin off his face as he watched people in elaborate costumes discussing plot points and the scientific possibilities of some of the show's gadgets. It was better than Disneyland. He got sucked into a discussion about whether Voyager deserved to be a part of the Star Trek universe and how Janeway's hair could maintain its hold for that many years. How much hairspray could they manufacture on that ship? It was the most fun he'd had in years.


  Finally, early in the morning people started to drift off. James grabbed Eli's hand and pulled him toward the door. James had barely been more than two feet from Eli all night, constantly touching him, smiling at him. Eli thought it was kind of nice to be the focus of someone's attention without a medical purpose for a change. Eli pulled back on James' hand. "Hey, we have to say good-bye to your parents."


  James whined. "Why?"


  "Because it's the polite thing for me to do as a guest in their home, doofus. Come on."


  They quickly found Sarah and Carl in the living room and James dragged them over. "We're saying good-bye."


  His mother started laughing and Eli rolled his eyes. "Thank you for the invitation. It was definitely an experience. I had a great time."


  She smiled and squeezed his other hand. "We're so glad you could come, Eli. I hope we'll see you again sometime soon."


  James huffed out a "Mother."


  She just grinned wider. "Have a good night, boys."


  James' father offered the Vulcan salute and a very serious, "Live long and prosper". Eli couldn't stop grinning.


  ****


  All the way back to his place in the car, James' kept sneaking glances at Eli out of the corner of his eye. The man just sat there with a satisfied grin on his face, saying nothing. James wasn't exactly sure what that meant. When they pulled into James' parking spot, he shut off the car and sat gripping the steering wheel for a second. "Um, so do you want to come up for a drink?"


  "No."


  He spun his head to look at Eli. Had the man changed his mind? "I'm coming upstairs so I can suck your dick down my throat and then fuck you until you beg me to let you come again."


  James' mouth dropped open, then snapped shut. "Yes, please. Get out of the damn car." The last was growled out.


  They both leapt from the car and dashed for the stairs.


  As James tried to get the key into the lock, Eli pushed up against him from behind; his hands went around James' waist and wormed their way under his shirt, roaming over James' stomach. "Stop it, Eli. I can't get the key in the hole."


  "Oh, I'll help you get it in the hole, baby."


  James burst out laughing. "That was so bad." He finally got the key in and they stumbled into the apartment, slamming the door behind them. Eli peeled his shirt off and tossed it aside, but when he grabbed for James, James stepped back. "Wait, my mom will kill you if you rip this." He quickly undid the fasteners on his shirt and tossed it aside with Eli's.


  All of a sudden Eli froze. "Oh shit, I forgot your tribble."


  James snorted. "That tribble is the least of my worries. I'll get it back." He grabbed Eli's hand, jerked him against his body and planted a sizzling kiss on him, his tongue plunging deep into Eli's mouth. When James pulled back he was panting. "You had a cigarette."


  "I bummed one in the yard. Is that a problem?"


  His head to the side for second, James finally answered. "No. Not now." He kissed Eli hard again. Eli's hands were kneading James' ass, pulling James tightly against him. "Bedroom. Now." James mumbled against Eli's mouth.


  "Uh huh."


  They staggered down the hall, neither willing to give up his grip on the other. When they got to the bedroom, James groaned in frustration at the costumes still spread across the bed. He should have been thinking ahead. James finally forced himself to pull away. "One minute. And get those pants off." James dashed to the bed and gathered up the costumes, putting them on the chair in the corner. He pushed his own pants down; when he looked up, Eli was standing in all his naked glory. His mouth dropped open. The guy was absolutely gorgeous. How could he not have had sex for months?


  James quickly kicked off his own pants and met Eli in the middle of the bedroom, bodies slamming together, hands roaming, lips traveling over faces and necks, biting, nipping and sucking. Eli wrapped his arms around James, tumbled them onto the bed, then rolled them around until he was sitting up, straddling James' hips. Eli stared down at James, those sky blue eyes intense as he ran his hands over James' chest, stopping to gently pinch James' nipples until James arched his back.


  Eli bent to kiss his way down James' chest, then gradually worked his way down James' body, coming ever closer to James' cock. James' hips thrust up trying to get some friction, but his hands remained clutching the covers. When Eli's tongue was finally hovering over James' cock, he looked up and met James' eyes; with a grin, Eli winked and swiped his tongue up from the base to the tip and quickly sucked on the head. The sound out of James' mouth was rather a strangled squeaking shriek.


  Eli went to work, his tongue seeming to move in one direction while his mouth was going in the other. His hands were involved as well, one gently rolling James' balls while one finger rubbed behind them. With his other hand, he stroked the base of James' dick. James' hands were on Eli's head now as the man bobbed over his cock. James knew he was close - he could feel it creeping up on him. Despite what Eli had said about him coming first, he wanted to wait until Eli was inside him. He knew if he came first, they'd have to wait until his body recovered and he didn't want that.


  He tugged at Eli's hair, until Eli finally pulled off and looked at him. "Now. I want you in me now. When I come."


  Eli paused for a moment, licking around the head a bit, like a lollipop. "You sure?"


  James couldn't help but lift his hips to try and get more friction, but Eli just kept licking, tongue tickling the slit. "Hell, yes." He pulled up on Eli's head again and stared at him hard. "Now."


  As Eli pulled himself upright and moved to the bedside table, he raised a questioning eyebrow as he went. James nodded and spread his legs wide. When Eli turned back, he stopped and blinked, and then that dirty grin he'd used in the garden was back as he knee walked between James' thighs. Eli ripped open the condom and rolled it down his cock. James was a bit disappointed he hadn't yet explored that amazing part of Eli, but he figured there was still time. It looked exactly the size and shape he liked… or maybe just because it was Eli made it the perfect size. He wasn't about to analyze it too much at that point.


  Pouring some lube into his palm, Eli used his other hand to gently rub some of the slick gel around James' hole. James tried to wiggle closer to get more friction, or maybe even a finger inside him. "Patience." Eli admonished him as he continued to add lube.


  "Fuck patience."


  "No, I'm going to fuck you, although you were one of my patients."


  "Oh my God. You need help with your humor. I was your patient. I'm not now, so fuck me already."


  "Yes, boss." Eli smeared the remaining lube over his cock, and then leaned forward. He slowly pushed, stopping about halfway in while James caught his breath. "You okay?" Eli looked down, his eyes wide and tense.


  James wrapped his legs around Eli's waist and pulled him closer, his heels pressed into Eli's ass. "I'm fine." Eli snorted. "Shut up and fuck me." James was starting to giggle and question his moratorium on fine, but when Eli pushed in all the way and then swiveled his hips, James' laughter turned into gasps. James reached up, wrapped his hand around Eli's neck, and pulled him down for a wet sloppy kiss. Eli's hips ground against James; while the feel of Eli's hot sweaty chest rubbing against him had James' entire body feeling like he was stretched too tight. James' voice came out in a rasp. "Now, fast and hard."


  Eli settled back onto his knees, his hands wrapped around James' thighs to hold him close. He started a punishing rhythm, barely giving James a chance to catch his breath. James put his hands up to brace against the headboard. He wasn't sure he was grunting out words or just random sounds, but Eli didn't seem to mind either way and he never faltered. James wasn't sure how long they went on that way. It could have been five minutes or five hours, but finally, James reached down with one hand and started stroking himself. He was close and he knew he should probably try and last longer, but shit, he'd been ready to go off since Eli had peeled his shirt off before the party. Now, watching that buff body strain over him, the muscles in his arms flexing as he pulled James close, was too much.


  As he arched into Eli's thrusts, James' stomach muscles contracted and he shot up over his chest, some even hitting his chin. It had been a while since he'd had that much velocity. As his body relaxed back on the bed, he looked up at Eli whose neck muscles were corded with strain. "Do it. Now." His breath coming in shallow gasps, Eli plunged forward, let out a long drawn out "fuck" and then collapsed on James.


  James smiled as he ran his hands up and down Eli's back. "Mmm. Nice job."


  "Uh huh." Eli hadn't moved yet. Eventually he rolled over and took care of the condom. They lay side by side for a few minutes catching their breath. When Eli looked over at James, his breath caught in his chest. What the hell was he doing? James was everything he wasn't. He was open and carefree and had a close, albeit slightly odd, relationship with his family. He had a normal job and probably normal life aspirations. This couldn't end well. Nate was a prime example. Nate had worked in banking; he'd gone to work, came home, wanted to go out on the weekends and have a good time, but Eli had been working. There was always an excuse. After a while Nate got tired of the excuses, so he went out with friends, without Eli, and well, that ended badly, hadn't it? Nate was still with the new guy though, so he couldn't really hold it against him.


  When James reached for his hand, Eli sat up quickly. "Um, I need to, uh, clean up." He saw James frown, but he headed for the bathroom as fast as he could. He grabbed his jeans on the way past. After he washed up, he found his cigarettes and quietly slipped out onto James' balcony. He lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. James was nice, too nice probably, and this likely was a bad idea. He was leaning both arms on the rail, playing with the cigarette in his fingers, when he heard the balcony door slide open.


  He didn't move or look behind him, but started slightly when James' arms circled him and James leaned against his back. "Hey." James kissed the side of his neck. "What's up?"


  "Nothing, I'm..." before he could get it out, James gave him a squeeze, practically the Heimlich maneuver. "Jesus. Easy."


  "You were going to say it. Truth."


  "I'm just, well, I'm just not sure I'm good dating material." It was easier to say when he didn't have to look in those brown eyes, all warm and chocolaty.


  "So, you're abusive?"


  Eli's body jerked. "No. Shit."


  "You're a serial cheater?"


  He pushed back with his butt. "No."


  "You intend on stealing my ATM PIN and cleaning me out?"


  Eli couldn't help but snort. "No. You're a teacher. I should probably be worried about my ATM PIN."


  "You should, Mr. 'I can keep you in the manner to which you are accustomed'." James squeezed Eli lightly and smoothed his hands over Eli's bare stomach, tracing the muscles there. "Maybe I'll become your trophy husband."


  "Hmm. You're cute enough, I guess." That got him harder squeeze.


  "What then?"


  "My life is whack. I work crazy hours, all days of the week, all times of the day. I see some pretty miserable shit and I can't help but bring that home. Trust me; it doesn't lead to good stuff."


  "I know. I know all that. And I think you need to take a breath sometimes. Stop, forget the hospital and the crap, and just be you, Eli, the Trekkie nerd." Eli looked over his shoulder at James and frowned. "I love Trekkie nerds, my parents are the ultimate Trekkie nerds." Eli looked back over the dark street below and stubbed out what was left of his cigarette on the rail.


  When Eli turned around, James plucked the butt from his fingers and grimaced as he threw it on the patio table. "We have to work on that. But let's just see what happens 'kay?" James snuggled Eli more closely against his body as Eli put his arms around James. "And no 'fine', no lying to me about how you really feel or when you've had a bad day. I can take it, I'm a big boy, and I promise I'll take you hiking and rock climbing, and drag you to Trek parties, and maybe even get you in to meet The Shat sometime. Or at least Mr. Spock."


  James pulled back a bit and tipped Eli's face up to meet his eyes. "If it doesn't work out, it doesn't work out. But hey, you know, it just might. And then what? Kids, marriage, a house in the burbs?" Eli grimaced. "Okay, no house in the burbs, but I think it's worth a try."


  Eli nodded. "Okay, but don't say I haven't warned you."


  James laughed out loud and Eli couldn't help but smile. He loved James' laugh. "Yes, Doctor. You warned me. Now come back to bed. It's cuddle time. Besides, you promised me two or three times and I'm holding you to that."


  Eli smiled and followed James back inside. He could handle cuddle time and more sex. He'd even forego his ribbed rule tonight. It had been a long time since he'd had someone in his life. Maybe he could stop and take a breath once in a while. James was right, it wouldn't hurt to try - and maybe, just maybe, James would be the boy who made moving to San Francisco worth it.


  THE END
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  TAKE MY BREATH


  by Tami Veldura
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  A shirtless young blond perches, smirking, on the railing of a construction scaffold. He is maybe twenty, and has an impressive six pack. He wears khaki cargo pants, black workboots and a knitted beanie.
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  Dear Author


  I rounded the corner with equal parts anticipation and trepidation. Both of which pissed me off. I was hoping he'd be there as much as I dreaded it. It had been days since our last encounter, and it ocurred to me – with a twinge I refused to acknowledge – he just might have tired of his little game of toying with what he thought was the nerdy little English Professor. The boy knows nothing, I reminded myself sternly. Nobody in this part of my life knew anything. I instantly cut off that train of thought. Tempting or not, the gorgeous blond was so far out of his league he had no idea.


  The boy had been playing with me since he'd taken my English Lit class last year. He'd suddenly started appearing frequently in my path on campus, and now that school was out for the summer, he'd discovered my running route and parked himself somewhere along it almost daily. As I approached I prepared for the smirk and the licking of the lips and and leering and the smart-assed come-on. I took me a second to realize that it wasn't coming today. In fact, I was actually compelled to stop because today ... I locked onto those open, steady eyes and my breath caught ... today was different. My cocky, untouchable boy was looking ... needy. Oh Hell.


  Sincerely,


  Kim Possum
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  TAKE MY BREATH


  by Tami Veldura


  I surveyed my students as they chatted among themselves. This, the last few minutes of the last class of their semesters, I mostly left to them. There was little chance of them retaining anything I said beyond 'have a good summer break' and I knew better than to try.


  "Email me your final edits before three this afternoon," I reminded them. "Anything sent after three won't be accepted so save yourself the trouble and don't send it. If you don't get a response from me, I didn't get it, so keep an eye open."


  A few nodded as if they were listening. Troublemaker Matthew and his clique of surfers in the back ignored me entirely. They all knew the drill, though; I wasn't going to worry myself over final papers.


  Matthew shot a look at me over his shoulder, commented at his friends, and the whole group of them laughed. I checked the clock. "Get out of here, slackers. Have a good summer. Don't let me catch you studying before September."


  The mass exodus was loud and cheerful. A few students approached for final words. I corralled the last of them out of my classroom, waving folders in front of me like I would shoo flies. They went. My office was silent. For the first time in months I could hear the soft tick-tick of the clock on the wall. Down the hall, laughing students escaped their classes and beat a quick retreat out the front doors. I heard footsteps approach my door and turned.


  Matthew, all surf-blond and lazy strength, passed my office with a crude gesture and a nasty smirk. I rolled my eyes and kicked the door closed. He laughed down the hall. The boy had no idea.


  ****


  I expected a quiet summer on campus. There were final essays to grade and more than one research paper I wanted to submit for publication. Teaching was the day job that supported my writing life and the setup had worked for years. I expected a campus largely free of students and faculty alike. I did not expect one Matthew Danvoe to remain and turn my life inside out.


  The campus was mostly abandoned when I made my way from the parking lot to my office. A breeze through hundred-year-old oaks had me enjoying the warm day with lazy pleasure. He lay across the steps of the Office of Letters, directly in my path, turning a basketball in his broad hands. I stopped. "I'm surprised you're not down at the beach today."


  "I was this morning." He shot me a beautiful smile laced with a leer in his eyes. "The surf went flat hours ago. Now I'm looking for someone to play ball with."


  "You're not going to visit your mother during the break?" I stepped over his legs, half expecting to be kicked in the back of the knee. No strike came.


  "She's in the middle of moving. To Iowa."


  I paused above him on the steps. He turned the ball in his hands, looking up at me with sharp green eyes. The water boy wouldn't last two weeks in a landlocked city. "I see." I turned away.


  "See ya 'round, Connie."


  I turned back and kicked the ball up out of his hands. I caught it carefully on top of my folders. "It's Conroy. Or Professor if you're ever overcome with the need to be formal." I left him on the steps of the English building and took my time climbing the three floors of stairs to my office. He was still reclined on the steps when I looked out my window. "Hey, Matthew!" He looked up, shaded his eyes. "I don't have room for this thing in my office." I dropped the basketball in his general direction. He scrambled off the steps to catch it and I admired his athletic response. I didn't stick around for his reply, there were papers to grade.


  ****


  The sun drops fast when you're in the middle of downtown. Multi-story buildings encourage nightfall too quickly for my taste, even at the height of summer. A few more blocks and then I'd turn around for home. I usually timed it well enough to make it before dusk really settled in and visibility dropped too far.


  I turned a well-worn corner under construction scaffolding and there he was. Matthew. Perched on the rail with the most attractive come-hither look in his eyes. He caught me by surprise and I stumbled several steps. I gathered myself, kept running, and his smile took on a cockier tilt, more of an 'I know you like what you see' angle. I ran right past him and tried not to notice the surf-swept scent of him.


  Tried and failed.


  ****


  The campus hosted an occasional tour over the summer. Masses of eager-faced High Schoolers wide-eyed and completely unprepared for the world passively followed alumni or senior students who informed them of the history and significance of architecture or the placement of trees. I trailed behind one such group partly because they were headed toward the Office of Letters but mostly because Matthew was embedded among the prospective students and hadn't noticed me yet.


  He traded sports woes with the fathers, appreciated the campus with the mothers, exchanged high-fives with the sons, offered flowers to the daughters. His every move was socially perfect. He handled conversation among them in the same way I imagined he handled his surfboard on the water. With expert precision.


  The tour turned an oak-shaded corner and he turned with them, glancing back at me as if he'd known the entire time I was there. His sharp green eyes trailed up from my feet with slow, appreciative deliberation. I didn't want to know what expression those eyes held -- not this time. I branched where the sidewalk forked and headed for my office instead. I heard his laugh on the wind. The conflict in me grew.


  ****


  My runs were doing less and less to help me unwind. I almost expected Matthew to show up somewhere along my route, so I spent the entire time anticipating the brief encounter instead of sweating out my day in the office. The longer he took to show, the more wound up I got, and if he opted not to snipe at me one day, I would finish the run more disappointed than relieved.


  Today he was there, reclined on a fire hydrant with sunglasses hanging from his teeth while he poked his phone. He didn't look up as I approached but he snapped a comment as I passed. "Fancy new shoes, Connie. Do they only make them for girls?"


  I expected it sooner or later. "Pink too intimidating for you? I understand." Then I was beyond him.


  His surprised laugh kept me smiling the miles home.


  ****


  He was ambushing me. Once or twice in a week I could understand, but I saw him almost daily. Tripped over him around every other corner. It was as thrilling as it was unnerving. What had I ever done to become his fixation? It was hard not to consider the possibilities he seemed to be offering, but I wouldn't go there. He had no idea the kind of obedience I would demand. The complete surrender of self. And I wasn't sure he would thrive under my kind of dominance. He was a wild creature, self-assured. His arrogance in the face of my direction was as attractive as his ocean-scent was intoxicating. My dreams were filled with waves.


  And yet, I couldn't go there. If I showed a hint of reciprocation he would pounce and if he ever crossed the line from stalking my shadow to physical contact I wouldn't be able to hold back. I would crush that ever-long spirit. It was inevitable.


  So I anticipated his presence every moment of each summer day and I savored what I could through a mask of mildly annoyed indifference. Secretly I hoped he would see through it. Truly I knew I was simply making this experience a delicious torture.


  ****


  He waited on the steps. It was almost religion now to step over him with 'Good morning, Matthew', and listen for the ironic retort he'd prepared overnight. Only this time he didn't say anything at all, just turned the basketball in his hands and let me go on my way unmolested. I almost stopped. I almost asked what was wrong.


  Then I remembered I wasn't encouraging this relationship. There was no relationship. He was an annoying summer prick I was tolerating for the sake of amusement.


  Sure.


  That's why I watched him out my window for an hour until he headed for the basketball courts rather than getting any kind of work done.


  ****


  Four days. It was a sad thing that I was counting, but there it was. Four days since Matthew had offered even a slightly bemused look in my direction. I was not pouting. If I had to be honest, I was relieved. Maybe I'd be able to relax on my runs now instead of anticipating his presence with every breath.


  Yes, it was relief that I was feeling, I was sure of it. I was so overwhelmingly free that I hadn't managed to get any work started, never mind finished, in days.


  I still didn't know what had triggered his interest -- or disdain -- in me in the first place, but I wasn't missing the attention.


  I wasn't.


  ****


  With fall closing its doors and winter nearly here, my runs were getting shorter just to get home while the light was still out. Some days I managed to start earlier and keep the distance up, but the off-season didn't provide much in the way of incentive to retain my fitness.


  I was just thinking to turn back when I crossed under the construction scaffolding and saw him. He perched on the rail, shirtless, a beanie snug over his ears. His green eyes were wide. I pulled to a stop, compelled by that open expression. We stared at each other for several breaths.


  "Run with me," I said.


  He stepped off the rail without a word and tightened his boots. I turned for home and ran. After a moment his even footsteps chased me. I didn't look back.


  What the hell was I doing?


  All that bullshit about being relieved he wasn't around was a load of crock. I'd been lying to myself that I didn't want his attentions. Denial is more than just a river in Egypt. So, what, now I'd got him literally following me home and hadn't the slightest idea what I was going to do when I got there.


  But that look of total vulnerability had been too much to pass by. I still didn't know why he came to me, or why he'd left me alone for a week. The pace of my run slowed as I turned the last corners. I didn't know much about Matthew at all, it would seem. He surfed. And played basketball. He passed my English class. His mother was moving to Iowa.


  Smooth, Connie. Real smooth.


  I unlocked my door and turned to him for the first time since the scaffolding. I was both thrilled and dismayed to find him behind me, still. I gestured him inside and locked the door behind us. If I was going to go back, that would have been the moment.


  "Shoes." I pointed as I removed my own. "Beanie." I pointed again because I wanted nothing for his eyes to hide behind. So far those were the only window I had into his head, foggy though they were.


  He complied, boots on the rack and beanie on the table. His blonde hair fell about as if he'd just stepped out of the surf. Or from a bed.


  Damn I was gone already. If he backed out of this I'd probably take a sabbatical just to get over him.


  I was staring and I didn't care. He didn't seem to mind. The taut lines of muscle across his shoulders and stomach begged for my tongue. I was rapidly running out of reasons to deny it. Food? Shower? Who needed those? I stepped forward. He stepped back and found the door there. I stepped again, into his immediate space, and his eyes were wide. Not the something is wrong I need to be held wide that I saw on my run. This was very clearly what have I gotten into, I'm not sure I want to play this game. I felt predatory. It was heady.


  I was taller than Matthew by a scant few inches but the distance between my mouth and his felt like miles. I had plenty of time to whisper, "If you tell me to stop, you better be damn sure."


  His wide eyes didn't blink. Then I was there tilting his head back with one hand and opening his mouth with mine. He tasted like wind and the sea. His hair was rough from salt water and just long enough to hold. I gripped his hip with my other hand and pressed him into my door with a primal sound in my throat. I couldn't believe how perfect this felt.


  And then he pressed up against me with sudden decision, hands under my running jacket and shirt; pressing me closer, sliding, touching. I devoured his mouth and a sound poured out of his throat. The surrender was delicious. I pulled him from the door, came up for air, and turned him to the open bedroom. Quick study. His quickstep was nearly a run for the bed, stripping belt and pants to the floor as he went.


  I stalked behind him, dropping clothing and hesitations alike. I prowled right over the footboard as he rolled onto his back and was there to claim his mouth before he could breathe. I took him in hand. Worked him. I left off kissing to suck him down instead, and the gasps he left over my shoulders trying to breathe went straight to my groin. No way I was stopping this to put down a towel. I leaked all over my comforter and just didn't care.


  Judging by the shake in his hips I could bring him like this and I considered it briefly. I could tear his crisis from him with all the sudden, screaming pleasure that went with it.


  I could. But I wouldn't. I wasn't generous enough to bring him without trying to bring myself.


  I broke away, mouth and hands. He cried out, bereft, and grabbed to bring himself instead. I snarled, "On your knees." He scrambled to comply.


  Condom. Lube. I grabbed one thigh and pressed myself forward without warning. He leaned into it. This wasn't his first rodeo. I planted my other hand on the bed in front of his hip and rocked forward again. There wasn't far for him to go. His back arched under my mouth and he took me deeper. His breath groaned. I thrust the final inch. Didn't wait for adjustment. Pulled and thrust. He countered for one or two beats but couldn't hold the rhythm. Jerked hard with another delicious cry. I stroked the length of him in time with my thrusts and he seized around me like a vise. My turn to groan release into the muscles of his back. I leaned into him, into the solid stance of his hands, and breathed.


  For a moment the only thing I could hear was the frantic rush of my heartbeat. Then I discerned his breath between mine and a quiet mantra, "Thank you, thank you, thank you..."


  I stroked his sides and pulled away. "Make yourself at home. Dibs on the shower."


  But when I came out again, rubbing a towel through my wet hair, he was gone from the house. Pants belt and boots were gone. He'd forgotten his beanie. It smelled like the sea.


  THE END
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  "I'm leaving, I'm tired of you, your family and that little brat. I had enough"


  "Little brat? That's your son you are talking about, our son."


  "I never wanted him anyway. I'm not the house wife type"


  One drunken night was all it took. I've never loved her, but I will die for my little boy.


  Now that she is out of my life, could I finally have the life I always wanted with the only one I've ever loved?


  ~ Connie
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  TELLING JASE


  by Penny Wilder


  PROLOGUE


  "The Incident"


  —32 Months Ago


  Looking back, even years later, he could still pinpoint the exact moment he knew.


  Rehearsal with the band let out early that day, so Sean had escaped off campus and made it back to the rented house he shared with his best friend Jase earlier than expected. He was apparently not supposed to be home now, he realized, as he stood just inside the kitchen door, backpack and guitar still in hand, listening to the sound of people fucking. He had called out when he first came through the door, before he'd heard the shower upstairs. Even over the sound of the water, he could hear their moans.


  He knew he should leave, not stand in the kitchen listening like some pervert, but he couldn't make his legs move. He knew who it was of course, but he'd never heard them together before. It was his friend Jase and Jase's boyfriend, Marcus, and Jase was fucking Marcus through the floor, from the sound of it.


  When the water cut off, there was the sound of two people stepping out of the shower, and slamming themselves down to the floor. Clearly they weren't finished, and they weren't about to take the time to dry off.


  The house that Sean and Jase rented so they could live off campus their senior year at the Conservatory was ancient, circa 1880's. It was drafty, creaky, and smelled of musty old wood. It was topped with a tin roof that made sleeping through a rainstorm almost impossible. Thanks to the creaky floors, every single moan, slap, and thrust that the couple was making reverberated through the thin walls and floor. The kitchen light, which hung from the ceiling below the couple was visibly shaking, to the point where Sean actually wondered for a second if it might fall down.


  Someone's skin squeaked against the linoleum floor. Marcus, Sean thought. Marcus had to be on his back, and Jase on his knees thrusting into Marcus.


  The pace of their thuds grew more and more frantic as they neared their climax, and their moans increased to shouts. With one final thrust, they came together, Jase bellowing and Marcus crying out in unison as they found their release. Then there was nothing but the sound of them gasping for breath as they lay still.


  Sean was standing stock still in the corner of the kitchen, his dick hard as a rock inside his jeans. He was a moron. From the moment he'd heard Jase groan, he had wanted it to be him. Him, with his legs wrapped around his Jase's chocolate muscled back, Jase's mouth on his own as they thrust against each other. He wanted to be Jase's boyfriend, not his best friend. Oh, God, he thought. He loved Jase. He loved him. Sean couldn't believe it had taken hearing Jase with someone else for him to realize how he felt. Shit. He wanted Jase, and before today, he'd been completely clueless.


  A hundred different memories of him and Jase flashed in Sean's head, all jumbled together. Jase's face as he burst out laughing, during one of their first conversations in the dorms; Jase covered in flour after a particularly disastrous attempt at making cookies that ended in a food fight; Jase barefoot and shirtless, leaping and twirling in a rehearsal room as he practiced for his Dance Comp final; and the excitement on Jase's face when they finally found the house they ended up renting. Almost every important memory Sean had from the last three years at college involved Jase in some way. How could he have missed something this important?


  Bang.


  The bathroom door slammed open and broke Sean out of his trance as Jase's laughter echoed in the hallway upstairs. Sean moved quietly and without thinking, away from that laugh, and back out of the door.


  He closed the door as quietly as possible and rounded the corner into the alleyway. He leaned his head against the side of the house, his pulse racing. What was he going to do? What had up to now seemed like the perfect setup, a senior year off-campus living with his best friend, was actually going to be hell. It was going to be sheer torture, because as long as Marcus and Jase were together, he couldn't tell Jase the truth about how he felt. He'd have to hide how he felt somehow, act normal, except, how the heck did he do that?


  Well, at least he'd figured out for sure that he was bi. His reaction to Jase's moans had pretty decisively answered that burning question.


  He was in love with his best friend. Fuck. He pounded his fist into the wooden siding.


  He had to get out of there.


  He couldn't go back in there and face them right now. He couldn't pretend he was fine and crack a beer and watch the game with them while they cuddled up together on the couch. Fuck that. He hurried back down the alley and out onto the street. Somehow he made it up the block to his car.


  Back on campus, he grabbed the first empty practice room he could find. He sat down at the piano and played until he forgot who he was. He played for hours, losing himself in Chopin, Debussy, Beethoven, and his favorite, Rachmaninoff. He banged on the piano, even broke out some Ben Folds Five and proceeded to play every happy song he could think of off the top of his head. He left his guitar in its case, knowing that any attempts he made at songwriting tonight would only result in some really sappy freaking songs, and he couldn't go there. Not tonight. Not after what happened.


  When he finally left, nearly five hours later, his head was pounding, his fingers were stiff and his shoulders aching. It was after ten, and he still didn't want to go home.


  Fortunately, Friday night in a college town meant that there were plenty of parties to hide at. He headed over to his friend Will's, where semi-weekly bonfire night was in full swing.


  Several people asked him to play his guitar, but he refused. Instead, he drank himself into a stupor. He ignored his friends and flirted outrageously with several girls, especially this girl Lisa from one of his theory classes, who kept following him around. She was a theater major. She was too skinny, but cute, with brown hair and a turned up nose, and for Sean she was a welcome distraction.


  By the time Jase and Marcus showed up, holding hands, the party had moved indoors to the makeshift "bar" in Will's basement, and Sean was already three sheets to the wind. He even managed to wave at Jase and plaster on a smile as he got up from his seat, and made his way up the basement steps.


  By the time he reached the top step, the room was spinning. He staggered into Will's empty den and fell back on the couch.


  That's where Lisa found him a few minutes later.


  When she pulled her top off, climbed on top of him and kissed him, he didn't pull away. As she moved to unbutton his pants, he closed his eyes, and tried to force the image of Jase and Marcus holding hands from his mind.


  CHAPTER 1


  Present


  The shades on the windows were still open. From Sean Taggert's front row seat, the world beyond them appeared as a sea of inky black.


  He was sitting at the edge of the bed, the phone still gripped in his hand. It was over. Lisa wasn't coming back.


  What a disaster. He'd always known it was only a matter of time. Lisa never wanted Cody, or him for that matter.


  Cody. His son wasn't even two, way too young to understand his "Mamma" was gone, never mind understanding why. What was this going to do to him? His chest felt constricted, as if his skin and muscles had shrunk, tightening over his lungs, making it difficult to breathe.


  Finally, he took a deep breath, and pushed himself up. He glanced over at the clock and, groaned when he saw the time. It was 3:19 a.m. Sleeping was pointless now. What Sean really wanted, was to crawl back into bed for a day or two, but that wasn't going to happen. He had to take care of Cody, end of story. Cody could be awake in only a few hours, and his day would be Sean's day.


  Bleary-eyed and yawning, Sean shuffled down the hallway and into the kitchen, phone still clutched in his hand. He flipped on the light above the stove and set the phone on the counter. He splashed water on his face, wet his spiky hair and slicked it back. He made coffee, and cleaned up the dinner dishes that were still in the sink. He was on autopilot, but at least he was moving.


  When the coffee was done, Sean sat on a stool at the breakfast bar. He sat with both elbows on the counter, and gripped his coffee cup with both hands to steady himself. His hands were shaking. He made himself drink the entire cup.


  When he was done, he set down the cup, and picked up the phone. He stared at it for a very long time before he got up the courage to select Jase's number from his contact list, and hit send. He closed his eyes as he listened to the ringing, and hoped that after two years of barely talking to each other, Jase would still consider him enough of a friend to take his call.


  ****


  Bzzzzt. bzzzzt. bzzzzt. bzzzzt. Ugh. Jase Shaw rolled over and fumbled for his cell phone in the dark.


  Who was calling in the middle of the night?


  He looked at the number. Sean. Crap. Adrenaline shot through his body and his heart began to pound. He stared at the phone for a second, his hand poised over the ignore button, but he couldn't make himself do it. He shoved his glasses onto his nose and pressed the talk button.


  "Tag, what the hell? Do you know what time it is?"


  "Jase?"


  "Urrrgh," he groaned as he rolled over and sat up, "Sonofabitch." He yawned "I'm here," he mumbled.


  "Jase, I'm sorry, I know we haven't talked in a while, and I know it's almost four in the morning, but I didn't know who else to call." Jase could hear the hitch in Sean's breath, and his heart tightened in his chest at the sound. "I'm calling because Lisa... she... well we..." Sean took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "It's over Jase. She left us."


  Jase bit his lip. He really didn't know what to say to that. Was this the part where he got to say- I told you so? What right did he have to say anything? He'd said his piece and then some when Lisa had turned up pregnant and Tag decided to move in with her.


  "Jase?" Sean waited. "Jase, are you still there?"


  "I'm here." Jase paused. "Tag," he began, using the nickname he had given Sean on their very first day of freshman orientation, "What do you need?"


  "Can you come over?" Sean's breath hitched again, "Please Jase. I'll tell you everything, but I just...I need to see you."


  Christ.


  You dropped off the planet, Tag. I'm supposed to be Cody's godfather, and in the past twelve months, I only got to see him grow up through pictures on Facebook. Now I'm supposed to drop everything and rush over to see you because Lisa's gone? Instead of laying into him, Jase kept his thoughts to himself. He didn't really have anything to drop either, he reminded himself. He had a little more than a week off before his next show started.


  "Is SHE there?" He and Lisa mixed about as well as oil and water, and if she and Tag were really done, God only knew how awful she'd be. He didn't know if he could take that, even for Tag.


  "No. She's not. She's in New York, in Queens, I think, with Thom and Emma." Thom and Emma were a couple who'd been in the year under them in the music theater program at the Conservatory.


  Wow. That was telling. Maybe that meant it was really over. For Sean's sake, he really hoped so. Jase sighed and looked at the clock. If he left now, with no traffic on the belt parkway to slow him down, he could take I-270 and be there in about an hour. "Okay man," he said, "I'm coming now."


  "Thanks, Jase"


  "I'll see you soon okay?"


  "Kay. Drive safe."


  Jase crawled out of bed and straight into the bathroom to shower. He started the water on cold, making sure he was really up and conscious enough to operate a vehicle. It was brutal, but once he felt awake, he turned the water up to hot, cleaned up, and emerged feeling somewhat human. He dried off, grabbed a pair of ratty jeans and a faded t-shirt from a pile draped on the back of the chair in his bedroom, and dressed. As an afterthought, he grabbed a few changes of clothes, running shoes, his travel case, and stuffed them in a duffel. He grabbed the duffel and his laptop, and headed out to his car.


  Aside from the buzz of crickets and cicadas that always accompanied humid Virginia nights in July, Annandale was quiet. The house that his "Grandmamma" had left him when she passed just after his college graduation, was on a street with rows of identical post World War II brick bungalows. He headed out. First stop, Sheets for coffee and gas, next stop Frederick, Maryland, and Tag.


  CHAPTER 2


  It was 6:45 a.m. Breakfast was finished, and Sean was just getting Cody settled in his playpen in the family room, when his cell buzzed with a text, "I M here. At the door. Wasn't sure if I should knock.-Jase".


  Jase, he was going to get to see Jase.


  "Cody, Daddy is going to go get the door. I will be right back, okay?" Cody barely looked up from his toys. He was playing with his toy truck, and babbling to himself. Sean knew he should bring Cody with him to the door, but he needed to see Jase alone, even if it was only for a minute. Assuring himself that Cody would be fine in his playpen for a moment, he went to answer the door.


  Sean opened the door, and looked up at his friend. Even before "the incident", as Sean himself referred to it, he had always thought that Jase looked amazing. He was tall, with skin the color of cocoa, courtesy of his African American father and Greek mother. He was gorgeous, with big wide set dark brown eyes and full lips. He kept his wiry black hair cropped short. At the moment, his eyes were puffy, and accompanied by a pair of black plastic framed glasses that Jase wore when he didn't have his contacts in. Jase was all lean ripped muscle, skinny and toned from years of performing in shows and dancing. He was standing there grinning. After looking Sean over from top to bottom, he reached out and pulled his friend into a giant bear hug.


  As Sean squeezed back, he let out a breath he didn't know he'd been holding, and promptly lost it. He clung to Jase. He realized he was crying when the tears rolling down his chin plopped onto the shoulder of Jase's t-shirt. After a minute, Sean quieted. Jase was holding him close and patting his head awkwardly.


  He sniffed, and wiped his face with the back of his hand. He looked up at Jase, more than a little embarrassed. He never cried, ever.


  Jase met his gaze, smiled widely and said, "Hey Tag, nice to see you too."


  "Hey," Sean tried to smile back as he wiped his face, "Thanks for coming. I'm sorry for waking you up, I just..." He broke off, not ready to say, I just needed you to be here.


  "You don't need to thank me Tag. You called me, and I came, because I'm your friend, and that's what friends do. I'm here. What do you need me to do?"


  Sean thought for a moment, and gave Jase a half smile. "First things first. Come on in and see your long lost godchild. I want to talk man, there's so much that I have to tell you, but it's gonna have to wait till later. Cody's in the family room and I need to get back to him."


  "Sounds like a plan." Jase grabbed his bag and followed Sean back into the house.


  ****


  Sean rolled over on the couch. He wasn't sure when he'd passed out, but he was pretty sure he'd been out for a while. He looked at the clock. Oh, geez, only half the day. Yup. It was nearly one in the afternoon. He remembered Jase and Cody getting re-acquainted, well, acquainted anyway. It had been over a year since Jase had been over for a visit, and before that, he'd only met Cody a handful of times. Then he remembered flipping on Nick Jr., settling back on the couch, and then... nothing. Shit. He rubbed his eyes.


  He sat up and untangled himself from the blanket that Jase must have tucked around him. He could hear Jase and Cody in the kitchen, so he got up, still wrapped in the blanket from the couch and shuffled in. Cody was in his highchair, dry cereal spread on the tray in front of him, and Jase had his back to him, wiping the counter. When Cody saw him, gave a gleeful shriek, which was followed by, "Da Da!"


  Jase turned his head, "Oooh look, Da Da's up."


  "A Da Da Da Da! Look," Cody echoed enthusiastically, while holding up a piece of cereal. Sean, very formally, took the offered cereal and made a show of popping it in his mouth and eating it like it was the most delicious thing on the planet. Cody grinned the whole time.


  "Hey peanut," Sean kissed Cody on the head, turned to Jase, and said, "How did he do? I can't believe I crashed like that, and I'm sorry I left you to fend for yourself, that wasn't my intention."


  "Tag, we were fine. You were exhausted. We played, he pointed to stuff, and he brought me things, and I told him what they were, I managed a diaper change, twice, I might add, and when he got hungry, we came in here. I gave him cheerios. He asked for juice, and nanna's so I gave him juice that was in his special cup in the fridge, and cut up half a banana really small for him. That was OK right?" Sean smiled. Jase grew up with four siblings, three of them younger, so taking care of kids was a second nature to him. Jase was one of the few people who had been able to hold Cody as an infant without him fussing. Even after a year of not seeing each other, he was still Uncle Jase.


  "Yeah, that's perfect."


  "It's crazy to hear him talking by the way. He's gotten so big. When I was here last, he had just figured out sitting up, you know? And now, he's all over the place." Without asking, Jase pulled a mug from the cabinet, poured a cup of coffee and set it in front of Sean. "Milk and sugar?" He asked.


  "Please."


  CHAPTER 3


  They made it through the afternoon, teaming up, and taking turns with Cody. Because Jase was there, and Cody was enamored with his new playmate, he and Cody played together all afternoon. Cody refused to go down for his afternoon nap, which made for one cranky toddler later on. When Cody couldn't keep his eyes open after dinner, they put him in his PJ's, read him a story, Cody's current favorite "Goodnight Moon," and put him to bed early. He was out like a light within minutes.


  By eight o'clock, Jase and Sean were sitting side by side on the worn leather couch in the family room, beers in hand, polishing off mac & cheese with cut up hot dogs, which was about the extent of Jase's cooking prowess. That, and there wasn't anything else to make. He was definitely going to have to take Sean food shopping tomorrow.


  When they finished, they sat in silence for a minute. Tag turned to face Jase. Finally, Jase thought. Tag had been avoiding this for hours, and it had been killing Jase to wait to find out what was going on, especially after watching his friend fall apart in his arms this morning. Tag had always been solid. Tag was the quiet, steady one. Seeing Tag hurting like he was now was... well it was fucking with his whole universe. Tag opened his mouth, and then closed it, as if he wasn't sure how to begin.


  "Tag. Talk to me, tell me what happened."


  "Well, she's been having some trouble getting cast in shows here. She's been on unemployment for the past 3 months, no upcoming gigs, and was going nuts."


  Frustrating yes, but not unheard of for a fledgling performer trying to break into the business. Jase rolled his eyes. Half his classmates were in similar situations. "Day job?" He asked.


  Tag shook his head no in response. "I tried to talk her into one, but she kept making excuses. I tried to convince her that even something part time would be good for her, but she flat out refused. About a month ago she started talking about taking a trip up to visit Emma in New York. Things have been pretty tense between us, and I thought maybe it would be good for her, you know? To have a vacation. So, she left over a week ago for New York to visit Thom and Emma. I'm on summer break until band practice starts in August, so it was a good time for her to go, and not have to worry about getting a sitter for Cody."


  "So she went to New York, and what?"


  "Apparently Em talked her into auditioning for a few things while she was there, and she introduced her to her agent. Which I guess went well. She was supposed to take the train back and be home yesterday."


  "But she didn't come home?"


  Sean shook his head. "Instead, last night she called me, still in the city, and drunk off her ass. It was around dinner time. She was yelling, and slurring her words, and she said all kinds of horrible things about Cody. She called Cody a little brat. She said she was leaving, that she hated her parents, my parents, hated Frederick, and said that I was a horrible fianc&#0233;e. She said she wasn't the housewife type, and that her career was never going to take off unless she got out now. Jase, she said she never even wanted him."


  The hurt on Tag's face was obvious. Jase looked down at the floor, wishing he could hit something. What mother says that? He shook his head, incredulous, he looked back at Tag.


  Sean continued, "I told her to call back when she was sober, and hung up on her." Sean grimaced. "We've been fighting a lot, but never like that."


  "How long?" Jase asked.


  "Have we been fighting?" Sean leaned back as he replied, his brow wrinkling, "Since the beginning it seems like. Looking back on it, the whole thing was a mess. She got pregnant, and by the time she realized, it was too late to do anything but have it."


  "I remember. I always thought she knew and held off on telling you till she was four months along, on purpose." Jase had said as much at the time, to Lisa's face no less. She'd hated Jase for it. Not that it had seemed to matter to Tag.


  Sean was quiet for a moment before responding. "I don't know if she did or not, but I'm not sure that knowing any earlier would have changed what I did, you know? I wanted to be a father. Problem was, she wanted me to fall in love with her. I don't think she really thought beyond the point of me committing to be with her. I did it for Cody's sake, not for hers and I think when she realized that, she resented both of us. She hated being pregnant, and she never really bonded with Cody when he was born."


  "And you?"


  Sean took a deep breath before he began. "I...we were just going through the motions. I did everything I could to be there for her, to be what she needed, but," he stared straight ahead, "I didn't love her. I didn't really even want her." He turned on the couch, and sat with his knees pulled up to his chest facing Jase. He didn't look Jase in the eye. "But you knew all that, which is why you fought me so hard on getting engaged to her."


  Jase sat, staring back at his friend, amazed. Tag had just rendered him speechless. Tag was so smart. He had no idea that Tag had figured all of that out.


  Sean reached out and patted Jase on the knee, Tag's hand was warm and rough, leaving trails of heat on Jase's leg. As he set his hand back on his knee, Sean spoke again "I understood man, I knew where you were coming from, and where she was coming from, but from the moment I found out about Cody, that was it for me."


  "You told me you wanted to be with her." Jase's words came out as an accusation. At the time, Jase had tried to talk Sean out of it. He couldn't explain why, but when he thought about it, it had just felt wrong. He knew if Sean committed himself to a relationship with Lisa, Sean would be unhappy, and he had been disappointed when Sean hadn't listed to him.


  Sean sighed. "I did. For Cody. I wanted it to work. I wanted us to be a real couple, but it was pretty clear early on that we were never....it was never going to be that. I was willing to stick it out. We'd even...well, before Lisa left for New York, we'd been talking about setting a date."


  So glad that's not happening. Before today, Jase had figured it was only a matter of time before Lisa and Sean tied the knot. He was surprised by how relieved he felt. Jase struggled to keep his face impassive as he prompted Tag to continue, "So before, you said when she called all drunk and yelling, and that you hung up. Did she actually call you back?"


  "Yeah, she did. It was after midnight when she called back. We hashed out everything. Ultimately, she's decided that she wants me to have sole custody of Cody. She doesn't even want to see him. My name is on Cody's birth certificate, and I don't know if I told you this, but I did have them do a DNA test, and he's my kid, so I don't think her parents or anyone could contest my rights to full custody, I hope."


  "Wow."


  "So I have to get a lawyer, and until everything is settled, I suppose it's possible that she could change her mind or ask for joint custody, but I don't think she will. I think she wants to chalk this whole thing up as one big mistake, and pretend it never happened." He groaned, and put his head in his hands, "and I am really not looking forward to telling our parents," he mumbled into his hands.


  Jase was pretty sure that Tag was right about Lisa, but still. "Just be careful Tag. Make sure you get everything worked out with custody so there are no problems later. He's your son, and you're a good father. I'm sure they'll support you." Tag and Lisa's parents were not going to be fun, especially in their roles as possessive grandparents, but Tag could worry about them later.


  Jase polished off his beer and turned to Tag. "Want a refill?" he asked. Tag nodded and handed Jase his empty bottle.


  "I should grab these too" Sean said as he sat up to gather the empty bowls sitting on the coffee table, but Jase was already grabbing them and balancing them in his other hand.


  "Back in a sec!"


  ****


  Sean sat back on the couch and watched Jase sweep out of the room. He smiled. It was just like old times. Even in the dorms, Jase had taken care of everyone, tending to the drunks, making sure everyone got fed, and lending an ear and shoulder to cry on for anyone who needed it. It had earned him the nickname Papa Bear from some of the theater majors. Even as an incoming freshman he was out and proud, unlike some of his classmates. The Conservatory itself, for the most part, was filled with creative, open-minded people. For many incoming students, it was the first place they'd ever been, where they felt they could be themselves. Nobody cared if you were gay or straight, other than to label you into the respective dating pools.


  Friendly environment or not, coming out was really tough for some students, especially those coming from super-conservative upbringings. Jase kept his door open to anyone who wanted to talk, and every year he listened patiently and supported a lot of kids as they came out to their classmates. Jase was also talented, a triple threat, so his peers looked up to him and respected him. People came to him for advice on everything from relationships, to audition songs. For the most part, Sean had been a quiet observer of the chaos that daily surrounded Jase at school. He and Jase had lived down the hall from each other for three years in the dorms. Sean didn't participate in all the day to day gossip and drama that was life for most at the Conservatory. He just wanted to play music. He did his work, and kept his head down. Looking back though, Jase had taken care of him then too. They had just clicked as friends from the very first day they met. He had always gone to Jase's dorm room to unwind, he had spent hours on Jase's ratty futon watching movies, playing video games, listening to music, and talking. He often crashed on that futon, and always stayed there talking to Jase long after everyone else went to bed.


  Jase came back in, beers in hand, and handed Sean a bottle of Pete's Wicked Strawberry Blonde Ale saying, "Sorry," he said, wrinkling his nose, "this was all that was left."


  Sean grinned, he was a little embarrassed, but figured he could tell Jase the truth. "They're actually mine."


  Jase settled back on the left side of the couch and raised an eyebrow.


  "Really, I used to tell everyone they were Lisa's, but, truth is, I buy them for me." Jase sniffed his bottle, took a sip, and made a face. Sean shot him a look. "They're seasonal, and you can't get them except for now. Don't be making faces, I look forward to them all year."


  "I'm not judging you, I just forgot that you like girly beer." Jase snorted. Sean rolled his eyes in response, and reached out to rub the top of Jase's wooly head in what used to be a familiar gesture. They both looked at each other.


  "I've missed you," Sean confessed in a very quiet voice.


  "Missed you too, Tag."


  "So many things have happened, and I thought about calling you so many times." Jase nodded and Sean continued, "But, I didn't want to hang out with you and pretend everything was okay, you know? Like if I didn't admit it, to you or anyone, it wasn't really falling apart. It sounds so stupid when I say it out loud, but that's it. Well, that and the fact that there's no time to think about anything when you're taking care of a baby. I hardly slept Cody's whole first year." His two years as the band and music teacher at Quince High had been exhausting. The second year hadn't been quite as bad. By then, Cody was actually on a sleep schedule, and at least he hadn't been planning his classes from scratch.


  "I was busy too, Tag." Jase sighed. "That first assistant stage manager gig I got was a nightmare, the company was a disorganized mess, and the director was nuts. My next job at Signature was better, but even more demanding. I could have called though. I'm sorry I didn't."


  Signature Theatre was one of the most prominent regional theaters in the country, even Sean knew that. He and Lisa had gotten a sitter for Jase's opening night in the ensemble of Sweeney Todd at Signature, and ended up sitting in the same row as Stephen freaking Sondheim, which Sean considered one of the coolest things that had ever happened to him. He knew Jase had been rotating between performing and stage managing ever since, but Sean had stopped calling him sometime after that. Sean should have called, and he knew it. He opened his mouth to tell Jase so, when Jase continued, "Then Marcus and I called it quits when he left for New York."


  "You didn't even call me to tell me about Marcus, you know. I found out from Sandy Lampkins when my kids played at the Art Barn last winter." The Art Barn was one of the few cultural venues actually in Gaithersburg, Maryland where Sean taught, and the Barn's Director Sandy, was a former Conservatory alumnus and huge gossip. Sean got an earful of it every time his jazz band kids played there.


  "Sorry about that." Jase sighed. "At the time, I really didn't want to talk about it. I knew you didn't like him to begin with, and when I came home early from rehearsal one night and found him blowing our neighbor on our living room couch, it was pretty fucking over. He was leaving to do the Radio City Christmas Show in New York in a few weeks, and I told him not to come back when it was over."


  "I'm sorry Jase."


  "Don't be. It's done. I was angry for a long time, and I had to get tested for six months, which sucked." He raised his bottle as if in a final salute "He was great in bed, but he was an ass." He took a drink.


  "He was an ass, but that's not why I didn't like him."


  "Why then?" Jase inquired. Sean looked down at his hands. He didn't answer. "Tag?" Jase said in a questioning voice.


  Sean took a deep breath. "Are you seeing anyone now?"


  Jase snorted and rolled his eyes. "No. That's a hell no. I've been on a few bad dates, and had a brief fling right after Marcus split, but no. Big dry spell." He leaned back on the couch and turned to look at Sean, "Don't change the subject Tag," he grinned, "you were about to tell me why you always hated Marcus?"


  Sean closed his eyes. Truth, he reminded himself. He took a few deep breaths. "I envied him, Jase."


  "What? Why?"


  Truth, truth, truth. "Because he got to have you, and I didn't." How's that for spilt milk? "Because I wanted you. I wanted to be with you. Jase, I... I think I still want that."


  CHAPTER 4


  Jase's stood up from the couch. Tag wanted him? To be with him? "WHAT?" Jase asked. Sean started to push himself up from the couch and follow Jase, but Jase held up his hand, indicating that Sean should stay back. Sean stayed put, settling himself on the very edge of the cushion. He was sitting with his elbows on his knees, holding his chin up with his hands. He looked up at Jase, his brown eyes wide and tinged with self mocking.


  "I wanted you." Sean repeated, "That's why I didn't like Marcus."


  "But you," his brain was having trouble winding its way around Sean's statement. "When did you... you're straight, Tag," he blurted.


  Sean shook his head no, and Jase cocked his head to one side. He knew he was staring at Sean like some kind of cross eyed goon, but he couldn't help it. "I'm bi Jase," Sean corrected.


  "What?"


  "Bi. As in, I am bisexual." Sean stated. He was so matter of fact, "Jase, I'm sorry, I should have told you a long time ago."


  You fucking well should have. Jase thought. "When did you know and how did I not know? Does Lisa know? Jesus Sean, how come you didn't tell me?"


  Sean ran his hands through his unruly hair. "I told Lisa I was bi when I found out about Cody and we decided to make a go of it. As far as knowing myself, I guess in high school. But I don't think I actually admitted to myself that I might be bi until the summer before college."


  "Why didn't you tell me freshman year? Why not tell everyone when you came to college?"


  "I wasn't sure. I know, I know, it pays to advertise, but I didn't want to come out unless I met someone, and I was sure. When I came to the Conservatory, I noticed a few guys, but there wasn't anyone I thought I wanted to be with... and women asked me out, not guys, so I went out with women. By the time I was sure, Jase, with you, I didn't realize how I felt until it was too late. When I finally knew for sure, there was no point in telling you... Jase... I..."


  "How the fuck could there be no point in telling me that you were bi? That you wanted me? When did you know?" Jase was angry. How the heck had he missed this?


  "I've known," Sean took a deep breath, "since senior year, after we started living together. You were already dating Marcus. I don't know why I didn't see it sooner, but it wasn't till then that I figured out that I wanted you." Sean's voice dropped to a whisper, "That I was in love with you." He stared at Jase with wide eyes.


  Jase stared back. He needed to sit down. He sank down on the window bench behind him, stared at his friend, and wondered how he hadn't seen it. Senior year was three years ago as of this fall, and he hadn't had the slightest clue how Tag had felt. In his mind, Tag had always been straight, and therefore off limits, but he'd always thought Tag was adorable... and hot. Tag was shorter than Jase by almost five inches, but he was stocky and well built. His brown hair always stuck out in all directions, and he had the cutest brown eyes. He was lean and cut and his back and chest were covered in tattoos. His right arm too, was covered in a sleeve of ink. He looked hot on stage at gigs, where he showed his ink off in full glory. He'd played keyboard and backup guitar in his college band, where he'd always end up shirtless halfway through a gig. Jase had always had a thing for men with ink, and had always tried very hard not to drool. Wait, Tag just said he loved me? Tag, his Tag, who, despite the fact that he got turned on just looking at the man, had been tucked away in the "straight man" file in his brain since the first day they met, and Jase had ignored anything he felt for the man, other than friendship. Tag just said he WANTED me. He stared straight ahead, his mind racing.


  It was true that when he and Marcus had first started dating, that they had lived in this happy little bubble. He'd been blind. He really hadn't been paying attention to Tag.


  "Jase?" Sean set his bottle down, and stood up. He walked towards Jase, and stopped when he was a few feet away. "Look, by the time I figured out how I felt, you were with Marcus, and you were happy, for like the first time since I'd known you." Jase looked up at Sean, surprised by the pain in those brown eyes. "But you were so happy, so very happy Jase, and I didn't want to be the one to mess that up. I couldn't tell you, and I tried very hard to make sure I didn't let it show. I wish I'd realized how I felt sooner, but I didn't. Not to mention, I didn't know if you'd want me, or how badly it would screw up our friendship."


  Sean closed the distance between them and went down on his knees at Jase's feet as he continued. "Then I found out Lisa was pregnant, and I had to take responsibility for my own actions. So I was with her, and you were still with Marcus. I didn't mean for it to, but that kind of screwed up our friendship anyway. But Jase, how could I have said anything at that point? I couldn't. Now...here we are, and I just, I just had to tell you how I felt, now that I was free, and I could." He hesitated, and when he spoke again, he spoke so softly Jase could barely hear him. "I know I shut you out. Trying to make things work with Lisa was worth it for Cody, but I know I've been a shit friend these past two years, and I'm so sorry for that. But Jase, how I felt about you, it hasn't gone away. Jase, I..."Jase couldn't think. He placed a finger to Tag's lips. He needed Tag to shut up for a second, because his brain was going to overload. Sean stopped talking, and instead focused on Jase's finger.


  Tag's breath was warm, and he pressed his lips forward, planting a tiny kiss on the tip of Jase's outstretched index finger. Oh shit. He felt that everywhere. Looking down, Sean's eyes were still closed, and Jase's finger was tingling. Sean was rotating his head ever so slightly so Jase's finger brushed back and forth on his lower lip. Jase forgot how to breathe. Then Sean opened his eyes, looked up at Jase, and Jase was overwhelmed by the intensity of emotion he saw reflected there.


  "Tag." It came out as whisper. He cupped the back of Sean's head with his hands, pulled Sean close, and hugged Sean's head against his chest. Sean wrapped his arms around Jase's back and squeezed, burrowing his head in Jase's chest.


  They hugged each other tightly, fiercely. Jase's hand came up and tangled in Sean's hair, and gently rubbed the back of his head. Something inside him clicked into place, and he felt calmer than he had in months. Minutes passed. Finally, Jase, remembered something, and murmured into the top of Sean's hair, "Senior year, at the end of October."


  "Huh?" Sean's response was muffled against Jase's chest.


  "That's when you figured it out, wasn't it? That was when you were really busy all of the sudden? I stopped cooking for you, because you were at school till all hours practicing, or you were rehearsing with the band and we barely even saw each other, much less had an actual conversation."


  "Yes," came the muffled reply. Sean was still talking into Jase's chest. "Watching you and Marcus when he was there was hard." His hands, which had been wrapped around Jase, had found their way under Jase's shirt, and were tracing lines along the bare skin of his back. "But mostly I stayed away, because when I looked at you, all I wanted to do was this." With that, he pulled Jase's shirt up and kissed his bare stomach.


  Ohhhhhh. Sean kissed a trail along the side of Jase's abs, and nipped at a spot just next to his hip bone. Tag's mouth was warm, and every brush of lips and whisper of breath sent shockwaves straight to Jase's groin. Oh holy god, his mouth feels unbelievable. His hands instinctively drew up and grasped Tag's hair, holding and stroking as Tag sucked and nuzzled. Tag's beard kept scraping against his skin making him shiver. When Jase couldn't take any more of that, he slid off the bench onto the floor, his legs braced on either side of Sean. Sean bent his head as Jase moved, and continued his assault on Jase's stomach, but Jase put a hand under Tag's chin and urged him up. He pulled the other man close and brushed his lips over Tag's mouth.


  Taking the lead, Jase kissed Tag hard and deep, their mouths open. A whimper escaped from Sean, and he pressed himself forward cupping Jase's face with his hands. So sweet. Their noses bumped. He could feel Tag's body shaking as he kissed the man. As he pulled Sean closer, he could tell Sean was hard in his pants. As he pressed closer, their erections brushed, and they both groaned. Their kisses grew more frantic, their lips parting and their tongues tangling together.


  Jase's cock was leaking in his jeans, and he was fast approaching the point of losing all control as they ground against each other. Sean felt so good against him, so right, he realized, but he didn't want to rush this. If Tag really meant what he said, then they needed to stop. He needed to process what had just happened, and figure out how he was feeling. There were other people involved in this equation, like Cody, he reminded himself. Sean was trailing kisses across his cheek to his ear. When Sean took Jase's earlobe into his mouth, Jase moaned and shuddered. He had to stop this now while he still had the willpower. "Tag." Jase reached out and put his right hand on Sean's chest, and pressed gently against him. "Tag. We have to stop." Sean bit down on his lobe and sucked on it again, running his tongue around to the spot on Jase's neck just below his ear. Oh God. He pushed again, "Tag," he groaned, "stop, we gotta talk."


  Sean stopped his earlobe attack and pulled back enough to look at Jase. Both men stared at each other as they gasped for breath.


  "Tag, that was..."


  "I know. Holy hell."


  "...wholly unbelievable. I never knew..." Jase's fingers traced the edge of Tag's beard. He was looking at his friend in a whole new way, and it was exhilarating and terrifying at the same time.


  "You let me kiss you." Tag sounded astonished.


  "Yeah, I did." And I kissed you back. And it was un-fucking-believable.


  "Are you OK? You're not mad at me are you?" Sean eased himself off his knees, untucked his legs, and sat down on the ground. He leaned back on his hands to steady himself.


  Jase grinned. So not mad. "No Tag, I'm not mad." He thought about everything that had just happened, "But I might be in shock. You surprised the hell out of me man. I'm... I think I'm going to need a little time to think, to process all this before anything else happens, before we... go any further." Tag had said that he loved him. No matter how turned on he was at this very moment, he didn't want to hurt Tag, which meant figuring out where the hell he wanted this to go before anything else happened between them.


  Sean nodded and looked relieved. "I got carried away. I didn't realize it would be so... intense." He blushed.


  He's blushing, and it's the cutest thing I have ever seen. "Me neither." Understatement of the year. He felt like he was in a daze, moving through water. He was still breathing heavily, his eyes never leaving Tag's face. When Tag's tongue darted out to wet his top lip it was all he could do to keep himself from moving forward to claim those lips again. Fuck. Jase stood, and offered Sean a hand to pull him to his feet.


  Jase led them back to the couch. They ended up cuddled together, Sean leaning back against Jase, with Jase's arms wrapped around him. They talked for hours, each catching the other up on the last two years of their lives. Cody growing up. Sean's first two years as a teacher, the staff, his students, the parents, the politics. Jase's adventures in the DC/ Baltimore theater world, which, in addition to some crazy stories about his run-ins as a stage manager, included a lot of not yet glamorous roles on stage as live set pieces and servants: guard, footman, butler, urchin, townsperson, and also as an extra in several movie crowd scenes, and even a fairly long gig for The History Channel, where he played several roles in a piece about slavery and the civil war. As they talked, they touched - hands, arms, faces, hair - tracing new and previously unknown pathways on each other's skin. Knowing Tag wanted him, had unlocked some secret part of himself that he'd buried so deep, he hadn't known it was there. A little voice in the back of his head insisted that this was how it should have been all along.


  They talked about Lisa and Marcus too. For Jase, what had happened with Marcus was old news, but Jase could tell that Sean needed to hear the whole sordid tale. So he told it. Scorned lover and all that, blah blah. The thing that still pissed him off, he confessed, was the fact that Marcus had acted like it didn't even matter that he'd had someone else's cock in his mouth. Or that he'd cheated. Lots. Marcus had come home more than once since they'd moved to Annandale smelling like sex and man, and had hurried to clean himself off in the shower. Like Jase hadn't noticed. So yeah, Jase had known the asshole was cheating, but coming home to find Marcus in their house on his couch, with their eighteen-year-old neighbor's dick in his mouth was the last straw. To add insult to injury, the few weeks that he had been forced to put up with Marcus after they broke up, before Marcus had to leave for New York had been nightmarish. It opened his eyes though. Made him realize that Marcus was vindictive, petty, and childish, and that he had never had any intention of staying with Jase when he moved to the city. They were in two completely different places: where Jase had thought they were in a relationship, Marcus had thought he was just passing through. So, yeah. It was way fucking over, and Jase hadn't had any contact with Marcus since he'd moved, and he didn't want to. He did wonder if he'd ever stop being angry about it though.


  Jase thought it was kind of adorable how pissed Sean got as he talked about Marcus, but when it was Sean's turn to talk about Lisa, Sean had a hard time telling Jase about it. The whole thing was still too raw. He spoke in halting phrases, as he put words to thoughts he'd never said out loud before. Though he insisted that he hadn't been in love with her, it was still pretty obvious that he at least cared a lot about her, and that she, along with Cody, had been the center of Tag's universe since he had first learned she was pregnant. Jase learned several things from the conversation. Lisa hadn't been easy to live with. She drank too much. She acted like she didn't have a kid, and stayed out to all hours. She wasn't working, but when Sean was working, she insisted that Cody go to daycare. She had no patience with Cody making noise or crying, so she let Sean do most of the parenting. Jase thought Sean was probably giving Lisa more credit that she deserved, and figured that Sean doing "most" of the parenting actually meant that Sean had been doing all of the parenting. Sean wasn't sure, but, he was pretty sure Lisa had an affair around Christmas of last year. He hadn't confronted her, but he also hadn't slept with her since he suspected.


  "Why didn't you leave?" Jase wondered out loud.


  "I thought I needed to take care of her. I'm the one who slept with her when I was so drunk I could barely remember it. Without a condom. I felt, hell, I feel guilty because of that and because I didn't love her. I tried so hard."


  Wow. Jase sighed. He lifted his glasses and rubbed his eyes. "I guess that explains why you stayed, but, everything she's done to you Tag? The way she's treated Cody?" He thought about everything Tag had said, and he had to ask the tiny nagging question that was worrying him, What will Tag do if Lisa comes back? "Tag, you are sure she meant what she said about moving to New York and the custody? This isn't some kind of whim or temper tantrum where she'll be back in a week, is it?"


  "No. At least I don't think so. She knew about the trip for over a month, and she told me she planned this with Emma before she left. I checked her closets after we talked last night, and she took a lot more of her stuff with her than she would need for a few days in the city. She didn't do a very good job of breaking the news to me," he admitted, "calling drunk and screaming, but I think she was just afraid to tell me. Jase, I don't want you to worry or wonder, whatever she does, it's over. Period."


  "And you're sure that's what you want?" He wanted Tag to be sure. Please, please be sure.


  Sean cupped Jase's face in his hands. "I'm sure. I never would have told you how I felt if I wasn't sure. I decided before she even called me back last night. I've spent the entire time we've been together walking on eggshells, never knowing what was going to set her off, and I can't do it anymore. It's not good for Cody."


  "Or you."


  "Or me." Sean smiled, and then turned solemn and serious. "Even if Lisa comes back, Jase, I am still leaving. I'm planning on spending Monday finding a lawyer. Even if she changes her mind about Cody, I think I have a pretty good shot at getting full custody given her behavior. But I really hope it doesn't come to that."


  "God, I hope not either." Jase peeled Sean's hands off his face and locked his hands with Tag's. "It's going to be expensive Tag, like five thousand dollar retainer expensive. How are you going to afford it?"


  "I'll figure something out. Third year teachers don't make much, I'm doing better than a lot of people I know. I actually have OK credit. If I have to put it on a couple credit cards I can swing it. God, I never thought I'd be dealing with this shit at age twenty-four you know?"


  I never thought I'd be sitting here like this with you. "Yeah." It was getting late. They sat silently for a moment, hands entwined. Then Sean let out a huge yawn.


  "Mmmph. Sorry Jase, I'm getting sleepy." He stretched and stood up from the couch. "Clearly we can't solve everything tonight. I'm turning in." He blushed as he asked, "Will you come sleep in the bed with me? Just sleep, OK? I just want to be next you." He held out his hand to Jase.


  Jase looked up at Tag. He knew he should stay right there on the couch, but he couldn't resist those wide brown puppy dog eyes looking down on him. He wanted to be next to Tag too. He nodded and let Sean pull him up and lead him through the kitchen and down the hallway to the bedroom.


  They both took turns in the bathroom, and though it was a bit warm for it, both chose to wear pajama pants. When Jase came out of the bathroom, Tag was changing the sheets without Jase even having to ask. He handed Jase a pillow and a clean case. "Here, take that one. It's mine. I'll take the other one." Lisa's pillow. He'd be lying if he said he didn't feel a little weird about this. This was a little bit like walking on Lisa's grave. She left him, Jase reminded himself.


  When Sean finished, they stood on opposite sides of the bed and pulled back the covers. Jase pulled off his t-shirt and tossed in on a chair. Tag stared at him with hungry eyes, and pulled his shirt over his head as well. Jase bit his lip and held back a groan. Tag had more tattoos. There were at least three new ones that he could see, tribal patterns on each pec, and a dragon, low on his left stomach, that halfway disappeared beneath his drawstring pants. Jase ended up hopping quickly into the bed, when the thought of following the dragon's tail into Tag's pants caused in him a very noticeable reaction. Sean killed the light and climbed in next to him. He scooted over till his shoulder was pressed against Jase's chest. Jase reached across Tag's body and grabbed his hand. His forehead touched the side of Tag's head. He smells like home, he thought. He squeezed Tag's hand and whispered. "Nite Tag."


  "Nite Jase."


  CHAPTER 5


  It was barely light outside, which in summer meant it was probably a little before five in the morning. Jase was sitting quietly on the area rug on the floor in Cody's room, watching Cody sleep. He was thinking about Tag and Cody. He'd been restless, tossing and turning, so he'd gone to check on Cody about an hour ago, and was still sitting here. Today marked his third morning in the Taggert household.


  Tag was doing much better, Jase knew. He'd been a mess that first day, and Jase was relieved that after a couple days he seemed much more like the steady, happy old Sean that Jase had known in school. Jase knew too, that a lot of it was because he was there. He'd admitted to himself, that it wasn't just Sean who felt better because they were together. He felt better too. Like from the moment he'd hugged Tag, it had been easier to breathe.


  Jase had been frequently astonished over the past days as he came to realize the depth of his feelings for Sean, which, prior to Tag's confession, he'd either been completely unaware of, or hadn't understood the significance of. He'd been attracted to Sean, which he had largely ignored before Tag kissed him, and he had thought that he loved Sean like a brother, which he was pretty sure now, was not and never had been the case.


  Since they had kissed that first night, Sean had been respectful of Jase's request for time. He hadn't pushed Jase for anything physical, even though Jase often caught Tag watching him with want in his eyes. The one thing that they had continued to do, without even talking about it, was touch each other. They cuddled, held hands, and had slept in the same bed for three nights together. It was a kind of beautiful agony for both of them. Together, they bred peace, comfort, and an intense want, that was both awesome and overwhelming all at the same time. Jase wanted Sean so much, he felt like he'd been half hard for days.


  He knew that Sean was waiting for him to make a decision, and he knew what he wanted. Much to his own amazement, he'd known that first night, but he'd wanted to be sure. Because saying yes to Tag, meant saying yes to being a father to Cody, to being a family. Which was huge. After two days of helping take care of Cody and being there with Sean, Jase knew. He wanted this every day. It was that simple, and it was time to tell Tag.


  He stood up, and watched Cody sleeping, cuddled contentedly in his crib for a few more moments before leaving the room. He grinned wickedly as he contemplated some unorthodox ways to wake up Tag and tell him.


  ****


  Sean woke up with a branch shoved up against his backside. Jase's arm was draped heavily over his waist, and his, um, gulp, huge erection was pressing against Sean. He was immediately alert, heart pounding, his own wood tenting his cotton pants. He pressed himself back, a little awed by the size. He knew Jase was hung, but my GOD. Fucking hell, just thinking about where that was supposed to go was making him sweat. He wanted to smell it. Crawl down the bed, peel down those pants, and rub his face all over his friend's junk. These last two days had been sheer torture. He'd managed to behave himself, but only barely. He wanted Jase so badly, this was just unfair. Just then, Jase shifted and pressed himself hard into Sean. He wasn't sure if Jase was awake or not, but Sean couldn't help himself. He gave a surprised grunt and pressed back, rubbing himself against Jase.


  There was a deep chuckle in his ear, and an arm snaked over him and pulled him in tight against hot warm man. Jase was awake. He turned his head to look up at his friend, and found himself staring into Jase's heated gaze.


  "I wondered how long it would take you to wake up if I did that." Jase grinned. His voice was husky.


  "Did what?" Sean blinked, attempting a wide eyed innocent gaze, which was swallowed by his answering grin. Jase chuckled again, and ground his length against Sean. Sean gave as good as he got and pressed back hard. They both groaned. Mmmph. Jase stilled, and brushed his lips to Sean's temple making him shiver.


  "I checked on Cody. He's fast asleep. I've been up for a while now."


  "Yeah?"


  "I was thinking."


  Sean rolled his eyes. "About?"


  "Stuff and things," Jase grinned. Okay, now Jase was being a punk. Sean glared at him till he caved. "Us." Jase said quietly, "I was thinking about us. You, me, and Cody."


  "Oh?" Sean said, trying to sound nonchalant.


  "Tag, before you told me how you felt on Saturday, I didn't realize I was attracted to you. If I am honest with myself, I have been since I met you, but up until that night... I just dismissed it as a non-possibility. You never said anything Tag." Sean bit his lip and closed his eyes. "When you kissed me..." Jase trailed off, his breath catching. "Tag, kissing you... it was, it felt better than it's been with anyone."


  "For me too, Jase." Sean said softly. He knew he'd never forget it. No matter what came next. He felt like he was falling off a cliff.


  Jase looked down at Sean as he continued. "I want you too, and I know that this," he said, gesturing at himself and Sean, "us, being with you and Cody these past few days, it just feels right. Tag, It feels so right it scares the hell out of me." Sean nodded, afraid to speak. So right. Better than I ever imagined, Sean thought. Jase reached out and cupped Sean's face, tracing the edge of Sean's beard with his thumbs. "Can we really do this?" Jase murmured, "Be together? Is this really what you want?"


  "Jase," Sean breathed. "God yes. Yes." He reached out and covered Jase's outstretched hands with his.


  "You and me together, in a relationship. Dating, sleeping together, me helping with Cody, all that. You're sure?" Jase actually sounded nervous.


  Sean looked up at Jase. He kissed Jase's palm and pressed it to his chest. "Jase. I want that too. I want you with me. I'm so sure. I want to be with you, and I really," he felt his cheeks flush, "really, want you." He leaned in, and pressed his forehead against Jase's. He sighed and closed his eyes, needing Jase close like he needed air, and then he knew nothing but the heat of Jase's mouth as it pressed against his own.


  The kiss was slow and deep. A promise. Jase's hands were everywhere as he rolled Sean underneath him. Sean instinctively spread his legs, and Jase settled on his knees between them. The length of Jase's cock pressed directly onto his. A whimper escaped him. More. Closer. He raised his knees to grip Jase's hips. He squeezed gently, and thrust up rocking his length against Jase's. He gasped and Jase moaned. Jase pushed himself up onto his arms and looked down at Sean. Jase thrust this time, all the while watching Sean's face. Sean's eyes rolled back in his head and he bit his lip, "Tag? Baby," he nuzzled Sean's chest and drew back, taking in Sean's flushed face. "This is your first time with a guy, right?"


  Sean blushed even redder, and nodded. "I kissed Dennis Cerce at a Alpha Psi party a couple months before I found out Lisa was pregnant. That and kissing you the other night..." Fuck. He was having trouble forming sentences. "...that's it." Fuck sentences. He pressed his palms into the mattress and for leverage and used his knees to rock himself back and forth against Jase in a slow shivery grind. "I'm pretty sure," he rocked up against Jase, "I..." he rocked again, "understand," he pushed up harder, "the mechanics though." He rocked once again, even harder, and gasped. Jase felt so good.


  Jase moaned, leaned forward, and kissed Sean's chest. His tongue snaked out, and licked, leaving trails of wet that made Sean shiver. He repeated the motion and Sean realized Jase was tracing the outline of his tattoo with his tongue. Jase bit his nipple and moved on to repeat his treatment on another tattoo.


  By the time Jase had finished with all the tattoos on Sean's neck and torso, Sean was squirming and panting. "Jase," he whimpered. Jase's fingers were trailing at the edges of Sean's cotton pants, dipping just under the edge of the waistband, teasing. "Jase, please." His hands came up and rested on the short coarse black hair on Jase's head.


  "Please what, Tag?" Unngh. Jase was killing him. Jase bent and kissed the dragon tattoo on Sean's belly, his tongue going all the way to the spot where the tail disappeared into his pants. He laved his tongue over the spot above the pants where the tail descended. "Hmm.." He murmured. Jase didn't look up, or stop brushing his lips over the disappearing dragon, but Sean could feel the shape of the man's turned up lips and knew he was smiling. "This dragon seems to be missing a tail." He sucked hard at the spot.


  Sean whimpered. "Fuck," he whispered.


  "I think I'd better check on it, don't you?" With that Jase dug his fingers under the waistband of Sean's pants and tugged them down exposing the dragon and Sean's already leaking cock. For a moment he just stared. "So beautiful, Tag." he murmured. Jase placed his mouth on the arrowed tip of the dragon's tail, which was situated in the crease of Sean's left leg just under his pelvic bone. His tongue darted out for one final lick before he pulled back to watch Sean's face. Jase traced the dragon's tail with his fingertips and then ran his fingers gently up to the tip of Sean's cock. He brushed a finger over the slit and brought the tiny bead to his lips. He opened his mouth and licked the bead from his finger. Sean's cock jerked. He was going insane. Jase was stroking him slowly and softly. Too slowly, and too softly.


  "Oh god Jase, I..."


  "Tell me what you want, Baby. You want my hand, my mouth? Whatever you want. All you have to do is tell me."


  Sean shook his head. Jase raised a surprised eyebrow. When Sean spoke what came out was so soft that he had to repeat it several times before Jase actually heard him.


  "Make me yours. Jase, I want you to... I want you in me."


  "Tag," Jase whispered, "are you sure?" He reached out and ran his hand along the edge of Sean's beard, and captured his chin between his thumb and forefinger.


  Sean nodded, "Please, Jase."


  Jase wrapped his other arm around Sean and kissed him hard. He rested his forehead against his friend's. "Tell me you have condoms and lube," he whispered.


  "I have condoms and lube." Sean murmured before kissing Jase again. He was grinning. He felt so stupid happy, he couldn't help but tease Jase, at least a little bit.


  Jase snorted. "Where genius?"


  "Nightstand." Jase shifted and reached up, but Sean caught him by the arm and stopped him. "Jase, I'm pretty sure that my regular size condoms won't fit you." He knew they wouldn't. There was no fucking way.


  "Shit. Probably not."


  Sean put a hand out and traced the muscled lines on Jase's chest with his index finger. "Jase?"


  "Yeah?"


  "The other night... you said you got tested after Marcus. I... I did too. Twice. In December when I thought Lisa was cheating, and then again a couple weeks ago. I haven't been with Lisa or anyone in over six months, and I'm clean."


  "I'm clean too, but I've never not used a condom Tag. If we do this, then we're really doing this. There can't be anyone else."


  "I don't want anyone else Jase. Do it. I'm sure." He let go of Jase's arm and Jase dug around in the drawer and came back with a tube of lube. Jase gave him a quick kiss and settled back on his knees between Sean's legs. He reached under Sean's legs and grabbed the waistband of his pants finally pulling them all the way off. Sean reached down and plucked at the hem of Jase's tented pants. "Want to see you," Sean murmured. God. His dick was so hard it was making him stupid.


  Jase grinned and complied. He was back on his knees in seconds facing Sean. Wow. Having lived with Jase, he'd seen him in boxers and underwear before, but never stark ass naked and fully erect. His cock was long and cut, arching up above the height of his belly button. It had to be over ten inches. It was too big for his frame, out of proportion with his lean muscled dancer's body. It was also the color of milk chocolate, with a visible vein running along the outside of the shaft from base to tip. Sean licked his lips, and reached out to touch the candy colored shaft, but Jase stopped his hand.


  "Later," he promised, "let me get you ready." He grabbed a pillow and placed it under Sean's butt. He raised Sean's knees, positioning him, and squeezed out a dab of lube, covering his hands in slick. His left hand reached out to stroke Sean's shaft, and his other rubbed against Sean's puckered hole. Oh. Sean moaned, and Jase pressed his index finger just inside the first ring of muscle. Jase pulled out and applied more lube. When he pressed back in, Sean pushed back against him so his finger slipped in deep. He gasped and Jase looked startled. "Shit Tag, did I hurt you?"


  "No. I, um." Stick my fingers up my ass and think about listening to you and Marcus fuck. "I put my fingers in there sometimes when I jerk off. I'm okay" Dammit. He was blushing. Again. Jase was moving his finger in and out, in time with the strokes on his cock.


  "Mmmm. The thought of you doing that Baby, is so fucking hot." Sean was pushing back against him, whimpering. "You ready for more?" Sean nodded. He stopped stroking Sean's cock, and added two fingers, which felt amazing. After a little while he added a third, which actually stung for a second. Sean panted, and then relaxed, the burn easing. Then on the next thrust, as he pressed back in, Jase brushed his fingers over a spot he'd been avoiding before, and Sean's whole body jerked, his hips pushing off the bed.


  "Oh, my God." Jase was fucking him with his fingers, shoving his fingers deep into Sean in a way that just bordered on being too rough. It was so good. Every few trusts, Jase would nail his prostate, making him buck and groan. "Jase." Fuck. much more of this, and he was going to come. "Now, Jase. Do it."


  Jase fumbled on the bed for the lube and flipped the cap with his teeth. He slowed his pace, but kept moving his fingers in and out of Sean's hole. "Hold out your hands," he instructed. Sean did, and he poured a generous amount of lube onto Sean's palms. "Get me ready." Sean was more than happy to comply. He rubbed his hands together, grasped his Jase's shaft between both palms, and coated him with the lube, from base to tip. It was warm and hot and felt like silk. Then he wrapped his hands around Jase's cock, and pushed them both back down. He stroked back up and down again. Jase moaned and thrust into his hands. He leaned forward and captured Sean's mouth, kissing him soundly. When he pulled back, he hooked his left arm under Sean's leg, and positioned himself at Sean's entrance. He continued to push his fingers in and out. "Tag, I... I know from past experience that this is probably going to hurt at first. I'm going to go slow, okay?"


  "Kay." Sean was afraid if he said anything more, his voice would betray his nerves.


  "Try to relax, and keep breathing. If you feel yourself start to tense up, try to push out against me. If you need me to stop, tell me to stop." Sean nodded. Jase made one final thrust with his fingers, pulled out and replaced his fingers with his cock and pressed in. Sean's first ring of muscle was well stretched and yielded easily, Jase's cockhead popping inside. Jase began a slow push forward. When Jase's cock pressed beyond the place where his fingers had stroked and stretched, Sean felt a burn, accompanied by a slight stinging, and began to tense up. Jase stopped moving immediately. He reached forward with his right hand and stroked Sean's cock. Sean tried to remember what Jase had said, and kept breathing. He tried to ignore the burn, and concentrated on the gentle tug on his cock.


  Within moments, Sean was moaning and rocking against Jase's cock. Jase pressed forward slightly, and then pulled all the way out to apply more lube. He thrust back in quickly, and slid in with less resistance. The thrust felt incredibly good to Sean, but he started to feel a sting again as Jase pressed in further than he'd been before. He started to tense, and Jase immediately stilled. This time however, Sean pushed back and Jase's cock slipped even further inside. Ow. Okay that hurt, but it was manageable. He was panting. Jase was shaking. He was still for a moment as he allowed himself to adjust. Jase continued to stroke his cock, and the moment Sean felt his body start to relax, he pushed out against the invasion in his ass at the same time that Jase pushed in, and in one long slow slide they came together. Oh. He felt so full. It felt a little weird, but he'd taken all of Jase's cock, and it didn't hurt nearly as much as he had figured it would. He looked up into Jase's dark worried eyes.


  "Tag. Jesus." Sean could feel Jase tense as he tried to hold himself still inside of Sean. "Are you okay?" Jase asked. Sean nodded, and Jase slumped forward in relief, some of the tension leaving his body. He leaned down slowly and gently kissed Sean, trapping Sean's cock between their bodies. Sean knew he had a big stupid grin on his face, but he couldn't help it. "What's so funny?" Jase whispered.


  "I took all of it. I didn't know if I could." He was ridiculously proud of himself.


  Jase snorted. "Make me sound like a freaking mutant or something," he muttered.


  "It's pretty big Jase." Sean flexed his inner muscles, feeling every inch of the monster buried inside him. Jase groaned.


  "You feel so good, Tag," he murmured, "So good." Then Jase pushed himself up on his arms and began to rock moving ever so slightly in and out of Sean's ass. Sean moaned and began to rock with him. He raised his knees and gripped Jase's hips. He rocked harder into Jase. Jase grunted in response and pulled out a few inches and pushed back in. They both gasped. He looked down at Sean and did it again. Then he pulled out even further, and on his thrust back in he nailed Sean's prostate. Sean bucked and cried out. Oh. Oh God. Jase was grinning at him. "Good?"


  Sean tried to respond but as he opened his mouth Jase nailed his prostate again, and he couldn't speak, he could only moan. He arched up and pulled Jase down and kissed him desperately, sucking on his tongue and biting his lower lip. He began meeting Jase thrust for thrust, slamming hard and fast, and every single time, Jase hit that spot inside him, and it sent shockwaves through his body. He could feel Jase trembling, as he ran his hands over his friend's strong body. He was vaguely aware that he was calling out Jase's name, and that they were probably making enough noise to wake up Cody, but he couldn't stop. One of Jase's hands came under his shoulder and cupped his neck, and the other hand reached down to stroke Sean's cock. Sean felt the first tingle of an orgasm. Jase was inside him, and he was going to come. "Jase," he gasped in warning, "So close... I'm gonna..."


  Jase groaned and whispered in his ear, "Me too, Baby." He pounded into Sean over and over, his own release building. He grunted. "Now Sean, come for me Baby, come on my cock." Jase stroked roughly on Sean's cock as he thrust deep. Sean arched, and came. His whole body clenched and shook as his spunk shot out and splattered on his belly. Jase moaned and buried himself deep, wrapping his arms around Sean as he cried out Sean's name, and Sean felt a surge of wet heat as Jase came inside him.


  Jase pulled out, and wrapped his arms around Sean crushing his head to Sean's chest. They lay there on the rumpled sheets, limbs entwined, gasping for breath. It was Jase who caught his breath first, and asked, "You okay Tag? Are you hurt?"


  Sean blinked. He took a deep breath and took stock. He was sore, and he could tell that was probably going to get worse later. His legs felt like jello, which was a little weird. But he felt... whole. "I'm fine," he said, "way better than fine, actually." He kissed Jase on the nose and grinned. Jase grinned and kissed him back. When Sean pulled him in tight and deepened the kiss, that was when they heard Cody cry over the baby monitor. They both pulled back, looked at each other, and smiled wryly.


  "Cody," they both said simultaneously. Jase kissed him once on the forehead and got up.


  "I'll be right back." Jase whispered. Sean heard water running in the bathroom, and the sounds of hasty cleanup. Moments later, Jase came back with a warm washcloth and handed it to Sean. "Get cleaned up, Baby." He retrieved his pants from the floor, shucked them on, and grabbed his glasses off the nightstand as Sean started wiping up the cum that was smeared all over his belly. "I wish I could take care of you right now and get you cleaned up, but it looks like you're going to have to do that while I go get Cody." Jase said as he leaned in and kissed Sean again. He rested his forehead against Sean's for a moment and closed his eyes. He breathed in and out, and Sean closed his eyes too, just feeling Jase, and blocking out everything else. Then Jase moved, his lips brushing Sean's one more time as he stood up. "Take your time Baby." Jase murmured. "Go hop in the shower. I got this."


  "Thanks Jase." Love you, he thought.


  "Oh and Baby?"


  "Yeah?" He loved it when Jase called him Baby. He was such a goner. His heart swelled.


  "Put a shirt on when you come out, kay? I can't promise I'll be able to control myself around Cody if your tattoos are showing." Sean laughed and chucked his pillow at Jase, and Jase dodged and ducked out the door.


  EPILOGUE


  The cherry blossoms were in bloom in D.C. and the air was smelled sweet. Jase had unexpectedly gotten out of rehearsal a couple hours early. The rest of the cast was running over to a nearby bar to grab a few beers, but he was heading home to see his family. He hopped in his car and headed home. As he sat in traffic, he marveled at the changes in his life over the last nine months.


  After their first time together, Sean and Jase had one week of perfect bliss, before Jase had needed to return to Annandale to start rehearsals for a show he'd been cast in at Arena Stage. In the end, since Sean was off from teaching for another month, Sean and Cody came with him to Annandale, and just never left. It made the most sense for everyone anyway, since Jase owned his house, and Sean and Lisa's place was a rental. They officially moved Sean and Cody out of the rental at the end of July before Sean had to start his Quince High Marching Band rehearsals. Sean's commute to Gaithersburg wasn't much worse from Annandale than it had been from Frederick, better most of the time, since he was going against traffic both ways.


  For Jase and Sean, the transition from friends to lovers, had been as easy as breathing. They just fit. It didn't take Jase long to realize that like Sean, he had probably been in love with his best friend for quite a long while. Problems that came up, they worked through. The fact that they were spending their nights having mind blowing sex, well, it made them both too tired to stress about the little things anyway.


  There were some big things that they did stress about though. It was touch and go with Lisa for a while, but she did come and take the rest of her stuff back to New York at the end of July. When she was back they met with Sean's lawyer, and she signed the agreement giving Sean full custody and guardianship of Cody. They petitioned the courts in Virginia, and Sean was granted full temporary custody at the initial hearing. They went to court again in six months to make everything official, and that was pretty much it. Cody was Sean's.


  Telling his family and Lisa's about Jase had been unpleasant. Not only had Lisa left Sean and Cody, but he was now, almost immediately upon her leaving, in a relationship with a man. It was a lot for anyone to take in. Jase's mother was a godsend. She had known Jase was gay for years and had accepted it long before he ever came out to her, so she was happy to help. She stood by them and supported them through the meetings first with Lisa's parents, and then with Sean's. Lisa's parents ended up being pretty supportive. Lisa's brother was gay, so in the end they were surprised, but they were more upset with Lisa for her decision to leave, and more concerned about being a part of Cody's life than anything else. The reception Sean got from his own parents was far worse, but Jase was convinced that they'd come around eventually. They didn't speak to Sean for months after he told them, but they'd managed a few phone calls with Cody, and were still sending their grandson presents, cards and letters, at least. Sean had cried when he picked up the mail and saw the first card they sent, a Halloween card they sent for Cody. Jase was just grateful for the fact that they hadn't tried to have Sean declared an unfit parent.


  Lisa seemed to be doing very well in New York. She and Sean were both in much better places now that they weren't trying to force themselves into a relationship that neither of them felt. She was not thrilled to hear about him and Jase, but she seemed somewhat resigned to the fact. Sean had come out and told her he was bi years ago, but knowledge and experience were two entirely different things. It didn't help that she and Jase still didn't like each other. For a mother, she still seemed relatively unconcerned about Cody. Jase didn't get that. Whether she really didn't care, or she simply trusted Sean to take care of Cody, he wasn't sure, but it didn't make any sense to him.


  All of this went on in the background though. Because steadily and surely over the year, Sean and Jase built a life. They were head over heels in love, and anyone who knew them could see it. They watched Cody grow. He was precocious, and loved his new daycare when he started there in the fall. He'd be three in a few months. Cody at terrible two, hadn't really been all that terrible. He had his moments, but he was a pretty good natured kid overall.


  Sean and Jase's schedules were crazy, and some weeks they barely saw each other outside of the bedroom, but they made it work. They started their own traditions. They carved pumpkins at Halloween, and cooked and hosted a slew of people for Thanksgiving, with some, much needed, help from Jase's mother when it came to the cooking. Jase was working on the cooking thing, but he was still learning.


  For Christmas, they had Santa, but no Jesus, and tons of lights and a huge tree. Jase and his Mom made tons of sugar cookies, and baklava, which they gave out to all their friends and neighbors. They bought piles of gifts for Cody, and Jase surprised Sean with a really nice electric piano. It had weighted keys and pedals like a real piano, and it sounded like a real piano, but Sean could still plug in headphones and practice after Cody went to bed. Sean was ecstatic. The keyboard he'd had in college had died long ago, and he'd been forced to play at the high school during his prep time, or not at all, since as soon as class and band practice were over he had to head home to take care of Cody. Now their house was filled with music at all hours of the day. Jase loved it.


  In fact, as he pulled into the driveway, he could hear strains of Jason Robert Brown's "Hear My Song" coming through the open window. He smiled. He came in quietly. Sean was sitting at the piano with Cody balanced on one knee, playing and singing softly to his son. He was still wearing his shirt and tie that he wore to work, but the sleeves that he kept down at work to cover up his tattoos, were now rolled up exposing his strong forearms. Jase came up behind them and placed one arm around Sean, and his other hand on Cody's soft brown hair, and joined his partner in song.


  THE END
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  THIS LITTLE PIGGY WENT TO JERSEY


  by Gina Rogers
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  A black and white photo of two guys, nicely built, lying on their backs on a couch, each with his head on opposite armrests. Their eyes are cut out of the top and bottom of the photo frame, so you can't see their faces. Both cocks are in full view as one is fully naked and the other's underwear is only partially on. The naked partner looks as if he's in the midst of slowly pulling off his partner's underwear. Their bodies are slightly draped over each other and each has the other one's foot in his mouth. The whole scene is very seductive.
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  Dear Author


  I remember lying on my private beach relaxing and working my tan. When I opened my eyes all I could see was the sexiest pair of feet I've ever seen. By the end of the week, those feet were leaving prints in the sand right next to mine as we walked hand in hand. For the past year, our feet have had to travel long distance to see each other, but now our feet are walking our new home. Today is our anniversary, and it's only appropriate we spend the day worshipping the feet that have brought us together. ***I would like to have a sweet, sexy love story with a HEA. Please no cheating or ménage!


  Sincerely,


  Heather C


  [image: ]


  genre: contemporary


  tags: hurt/comfort; foot fetish; long distance relationship; culinary: baker


  content warnings: foot fetish


  word count: 32,557


  Back to Table of Contents


  


  



  THIS LITTLE PIGGY WENT TO JERSEY


  by Gina Rogers


  Cole lay face down on the warm blanket; his body cradled by the soft sand beneath it, and let his mind wander. The hot July sun felt like it was brushing over his pale skin and massaging the stiff muscles beneath. He could feel the tension of the last few months begin to recede as he slowly tensed and relaxed all the way from his toes to his eyebrows. He'd never been so happy that pushy and boisterous Elijah had barged into his life a year ago, demanding an interview. Pushy, boisterous, beach-house-owning Elijah. Cole smiled to himself as he thought about the odd friendship they had developed. Cole was quiet, solitary and nerdy in what he liked to think of as a cool kind of way. In other words, he was the exact opposite of Elijah. It's a good thing neither of them was attracted to the other because Cole was absolutely positive they wouldn't have survived that train wreck.


  Cole sighed and turned his head so the other side of his face would get its fair share of burn. Even though he adored Elijah, and only had brotherly feelings for him, it didn't stop him from wishing there could have been something more. Cole had been on his own since he was twenty. He actually enjoyed his independence and preferred to be by himself. He got nervous around people. Most people made him feel awkward and ashamed of his personality. But despite all of that, there was a part of him that still held out hope; a tiny, vulnerable part of his soul that still believed in love and happily-ever-afters. Deep down, Cole was a sappy, gooey, Hallmark-cards-make-me-cry-before-I-even-open-them romantic. Okay, maybe not that deep down but he would rather be strapped down and forced to watch a full season of Jersey Shore than admit it. He wanted someone to share his life with. Someone who got him and adored all his quirks. He wanted one person, one fucking person, he could trust and completely be himself with.


  He inhaled deeply, tasting the ocean, and let out another weary sigh. He really should consider himself lucky. He wasn't a complete troll in the looks department, and he was always able to find someone to help take the edge off. Sometimes his one night stands even turned into two or three-week sex fests but as soon as the come cooled and the conversation began, they always ran screaming for the hills. And if he were honest with himself, Cole was more than happy to let them go. He hadn't had a real relationship since his sophomore year in college. And that so did not turn out well. Cole winced and forced his thoughts to steer away from that painful memory. He was twenty-eight years old and a successful business owner. He was lying on a fucking private beach in Long Beach Island, New Jersey, damn it, and he was going to enjoy every second of his weekend off!


  He reached over, grabbed his iPod and scrolled through his playlist, to find something to distract him from self-destructive thoughts. When the catchy whistle of Maroon 5's "Moves Like Jagger" burst through his ear buds he immediately perked up. By the time Adam Levine started singing in that signature high-pitched voice, Cole was making a very good effort at horizontal dancing. When the song ended he was thankful once again that this was a private beach. The thought of strangers watching as he tried to move like Jagger with his knees bent and feet dancing in the air, hips wiggling, head bobbing, made his sun-reddened face a little darker.


  ****


  Michael climbed out of his rental car and stood in front of Elijah's beach house smiling and shaking his head.


  He grabbed his laptop and travel bag out of the trunk and climbed the steps to the front door. His sister Angela had been best friends with Elijah since the second grade. Even though Elijah had moved to New York City after college, he was still a regular fixture at the Lewis house. It was during one of his frequent visits that Michael mentioned he had to travel to Atlantic City to meet with his clients who were building a new casino and had hired him to design the logo and create their advertising. Of course, Elijah insisted that Michael use his beach house since it was only a twenty-five minute drive from Atlantic City.


  Michael was more than happy to take him up on his offer since he hated staying in sterile hotels. He preferred places that were more personal and felt more like home.


  But ever since Elijah wrote that article about him for his series on successful small businesses owned and operated by gay men, Michael has been getting calls from all over the United States. He had already turned down several potential clients because the job would have required him to be away for an extended period of time. This casino job was perfect. The work itself was fairly simple, and a majority of it could be done from his office in Cincinnati. He just had to fly to New Jersey to make his presentation to the board and get their final approval. And since Ang and Eli were back home keeping his mom company he decided he could leave a few days early and spend the weekend enjoying the sunny beach and ocean breezes.


  In fact, he couldn't wait to put on his swimming shorts and jump in the ocean, to wash away the grime of travel. He used the key Eli had given him and unlocked the front door. The interior of the beach house was bright and modern. To the left of the open foyer was a large open living room decorated in deep blues and turquoise. There was a flat screen TV hanging on the wall over a stone fireplace. The opposite wall was lined with bookshelves. Eli had a thing for books. Michael continued his tour through the dining area and into the spacious upscale kitchen. Michael definitely planned to use the professional grade stainless steel stove to cook himself a delicious seafood feast he could enjoy on the deck he could see through the French doors. The ocean was visible beyond the dune behind the deck. He couldn't wait to dive in and decided he could further explore the house later. He set his laptop on the granite countertop and strolled down the hall looking for a bedroom he could change in.


  He opened the first door he came to and was relieved to find it was the master suite. He was not relieved, however, to see the suitcase sitting opened on the bed. He had forgotten all about Eli's warning that his friend Cole sometimes used the house on the weekends to relax. Michael remembered reading about Cole in one of Eli's articles. He was a chef or something.


  Michael just hoped he wasn't as high maintenance as Eli because he really did want to relax while he was here. He backed out of the room and went farther down the hall to the second bedroom. It wasn't as large as the other one, but it had its own bathroom as well and what looked to be a comfortable queen sized bed. He threw on his swim shorts, grabbed his beach towel and headed down the path from the deck to the beach.


  ****


  Cole was being lulled to sleep by the soothing warmth of the sun and the soft melody of Christina Perri's voice. His arms were crossed, and his sweaty cheek was resting on his hands, when he had that eerie feeling someone was watching him. He lifted his head and opened his eyes and immediately focused on the sexiest pair of feet he had ever seen. Holy shit, he thought, look at those low arches, long perfectly shaped toes and a sexy little hump along the top. I could spend hours licking these feet. For a split second Cole actually forgot there was an entire person attached to those feet. When he finally drifted back to reality, he pushed himself up off the blanket and followed the rest of the stranger's body with his eyes all the way to his smirking face.


  "Forget which end you're supposed to talk to?" Michael quipped. Michael stood at Cole's head, admiring the view and waiting for him to come back to reality. He felt a little guilty. He'd been able to observe Cole, without him knowing, for a brief time before his presence was noticed. Cole was long and lean. His skin had a healthy flush to it from lying out in the summer sun. He could see a head of mousy brown hair resting on sleek, muscular arms. And was he wearing Jaws swimming trunks? What the fuck?


  Cole shook his head and tried to bring his sun-dazed brain back online. He just hoped his blush wasn't showing. "Uhm. Sorry about that." He mumbled something about heat stroke as he stood to introduce himself. "I'm Cole, and you must be Michael. Elijah texted me this morning to say you would be staying here while you're in town." Cole held his hand out to Michael, and when their palms met, he brought his eyes up and had to stifle a gasp as the perfect All-American face came into view. Jesus, Mary and Joseph, Cole thought, if his eyes are blue, I may just cream myself right here! Distracted by his sudden lust, it took Cole a moment to realize Michael's gaze was focused elsewhere. Holy fuck, is he looking at my crotch? Please don't let me have a hard on. Just then, Michael's eyes slid up to Cole's, an eyebrow raised in question. Sky blue eyes. He was so busted. Stammering, Cole started to apologize for his lecherous thoughts, "Sorry. I…."


  "Those are the most disturbing swim shorts I've ever seen. Good thing this is a private beach or you would be traumatizing small children everywhere." Michael slid his hand out of Cole's grasp and chuckled. The guy clearly looked flustered, and he was grateful for the distraction. It gave him a chance to deal with the insta-attraction he had going on. He had appreciated Cole's supine form with a bit of indifference but then he had noticed the way Cole was looking at his feet. He wasn't quite sure what to think of it, but it looked hungry and heated and made his blood heat a little. His toes curled into the sand just thinking about it.


  Cole let out a deep breath and got control of himself. "Thanks. I thought they were funny, and I rather enjoy traumatizing small children. How was your travel? Have any trouble finding the place?" He had been pissed that morning when Elijah flippantly mentioned Michael would be crashing at the house. He needed this downtime and didn't want to be forced into playing host and faking his way through useless conversation. His conscience got the better of him, though, and he quickly resigned himself to it. Now that he was face-to-gorgeous face with him, he wasn't upset in the least.


  Michael smiled to himself and thought, This guy is witty and adorable in that shy sort of way. He stretched his arms overhead, lengthening his body, trying to work out the kinks. "Traveling was the usual hassle. I made sure to double up on my socks 'cause walking through security without my shoes gives me the willies. No lost luggage or screaming kids, though, so I'm thankful."


  Michael actually hated travel altogether. He'd lived in the same house in the Cincinnati suburbs his entire life! He absolutely adored his mom and even enjoyed his nosy older sister's company. And since his dad passed away from a sudden heart attack three years ago, he had become even more reluctant to leave. "No problems getting here either since the rental has GPS. I could have spotted Elijah's house from a mile away, anyway! Only he would have a porch decked out with a rainbow of Adirondack chairs."


  "And just in case it didn't scream 'I'm here, and I'm Queer' loud enough for you to get the message, there's always that door knocker! Actually," Cole shook his head, "that just screams 'This is Elijah's House'."


  "Oh God," Michael bellowed, "I nearly cracked a rib I was laughing so hard when I saw it! Good thing I had a key and didn't actually have to use it to get you to answer the door."


  "Yeah, knowing Elijah, the thought of people having to reach between the legs and use those dangling balls to get his attention was the reason he bought it," Cole said, amused.


  "That's definitely his sense of humor," Michael noted. He fished around in his brain for some other topic of conversation but couldn't come up with anything before the awkward silence fell.


  "Good thing you came along when you did or I would have fallen asleep and woken up looking like a lobster," Cole said obviously trying to break the moment.


  Michael didn't know what came over him, but he very clearly let his gaze rake over Cole's naked upper body, pausing briefly to appreciate his small peach-colored nipples. He was thinking, Fuck me, but I love to eat lobster, but thank goodness his brain to mouth filter was still working and what came out was, "I'm lucky I inherited my mom's olive skin. I never have to worry about burning."


  "Yeah. Lucky," Cole said as he rubbed the back of his neck and diverted his gaze.


  Great. I'm making the guy uncomfortable. What the fuck am I doing flirting with him? Michael questioned himself. He wasn't really interested in a relationship. Maybe he just wanted to get laid, but there was no chance of that. He'd only ever dated a few guys, and he never had sex with someone so soon. He was only going to be here a few days so his cock better cool it with the flirting.


  "I was planning on jumping in the ocean for a swim before I go out in search of dinner. You swim?" Michael asked, thinking that Cole certainly had the body of a swimmer. Oh, he liked a good-looking man same as anyone else, but he especially liked them tall and wiry with a sleekly muscled body. Fuck! He needed to get in the ocean, the hopefully cold ocean, and get away from Cole and the temptations he felt around him.


  Glad for the change of subject, Cole smiled at Michael. "Absolutely! I love swimming. It's so quiet and relaxing out in the water. Let's go." They walked into the surf and dove under the waves. Once they swam out far enough to avoid the breaking waves, Cole decided to try his hand at making conversation. "So, where are you from?"


  "Cincinnati, Ohio. You?"


  "Oh. I live in Camden, not too far from here. I own a bakery in Philadelphia. It gets pretty busy there during peak wedding season. I just like to come here to get away and unwind."


  "Yeah, I can see why. It's beautiful here. I always wished we lived closer to the ocean growing up."


  "I actually grew up in Pennsylvania, and we never really went anywhere so now that I live nearby, I take every chance I get to come here." Cole dove under the water and came up a few feet in front of Michael. Before the direction of the conversation could continue toward the topic of his childhood, he asked, "Want to go for a lap or two?"


  "Sure. I could use the exercise after being cooped up on the plane. Lead the way."


  They swam parallel to the shore until both men felt satisfactorily loose and pliant as they floated on their backs and drifted on the ocean current. Cole was surprised to find he didn't mind Michael's presence. He wasn't overly talkative. He wasn't cocky. He seemed genuine and comfortable in his own skin and didn't irritate him by crowding his space or prodding him with questions. And he was funny.


  Michael's voice cut through the calm air. "Damn it! I can't stop worrying about being swallowed whole by a giant boat smashing shark. Thanks a lot man!"


  Cole chuckled and yelled back, "Now you know why I wear them!"


  Cole surprisingly found himself wanting to be playful. He dove under the water and surreptitiously swam beneath where Michael was peacefully floating. As much as he wanted to grab his ass, he settled for digging his fingers into his calf muscle. He nearly swallowed a gallon of ocean water when Michael's flailing outburst made him laugh. "Asshole!" he heard him scream when he surfaced. Michael splashed him in the face. "Gah. Nearly gave me a fucking heart attack! You really are sick."


  Cole's face had crumpled a little, but he recovered quickly. He gave his best wicked smile. "Yeah, but I'm not the one who screams like a girl."


  A half an hour later, they walked back ashore, more relaxed in each other's company. Michael grabbed his towel and began to dry off, lost in his thoughts and wondering if he had done or said something to upset Cole. He decided it must have been nothing and asked, "Hey man, you got any suggestions for where I should go for some good food?" He was actually hoping maybe Cole would offer to show him around town. He didn't feel like going alone and he enjoyed Cole's quiet company.


  "What are you in the mood for? If you head off island across The Causeway, you can find just about anything. If you want to go clubbing or gambling afterward, Atlantic City is only a half hour or so away," Cole offered.


  Michael did want to go to Atlantic City but not to go partying or clubbing. He just enjoyed walking around and people watching, and Atlantic City was guaranteed to be full of people. "Well I do need to be able to find my way there on Monday. I'm doing some graphic design work for the new casino they're building, and I have a presentation. I'm not really feeling like going there tonight, though. I was hoping to relax a little, maybe unpack and watch some TV. I'll probably hit Atlantic City tomorrow."


  "Cool." Cole was surprised Michael didn't plan to go out. It was Friday night after all and Atlantic City was party central. Michael, with his dirty blond hair, square jaw and dick sucking lips would have no problem finding company. And why did that thought make him angry? "So if you're looking to eat local there are some great seafood restaurants and a steak house or two. There's Little Sumo's Sushi Shack. They have the best sushi, and they do takeout."


  Michael's face lit up. "I haven't had sushi in forever. Mmmm. Spicy Tuna. I'm definitely eating there. Do they deliver?"


  "They don't, but I can drive you there to pick it up if you'd like."


  Michael smiled, "Yeah. That'd be great. Don't change your plans for me though if you had something else to do." He stopped short of crossing his fingers behind his back in the hope that Cole would join him. He was quirky and nice, and it was better than being alone and feeling homesick.


  They walked into the little cottage, and the chilled air hit them. Michael's nipples hardened into pebbles, and all Cole wanted to do was lick them. "Nah. I don't have any plans. I usually come here to get away from the hustle and bustle so I don't go out much while I'm here. Besides, I'd be crazy to miss getting a California Roll from the Shack." It was such a bad idea for him to be alone with Michael all evening, but it had been a long time since he'd simply hung out with someone, especially someone he felt comfortable around. Aside from his raging desire to explore every inch of his skin with his tongue, that is. Cole just had to keep repeating to himself, Don't look down. Don't look down. Because those feet would be his downfall.


  ****


  Michael had taken a quick shower and dressed in cargo shorts and a striped polo. He left his hair wet. He didn't want to seem as he was trying to dress up or anything. He could hear Cole still in the shower so he decided to call home and check in. "Hello," his sister's perky voice greeted.


  "Hey, Ang. Just calling to let you know I got here fine, and everything is okay."


  "Hey big bro. Mom! It's Michael," she shouted in his ear. "Eli's here. He wants to know if you like the cottage."


  "Tell him I said it's a little shabby, but I guess it'll do." He had to laugh when he heard Eli ranting in the background.


  "Yeah," his sister dropped her voice, "but I want to know if you like anything you found in the cottage." He rolled his eyes. Ever since he was fifteen and told his family he was gay, his sister had been trying to find him a boyfriend.


  "Well, there's a really nice seashell sculpture in the living room and the kitchen is amazing," he poked at her. He glanced down the hallway and quieted his voice. "I did, however, find a hot little number sprawled out in the sand all by his lonesome."


  Ang immediately perked up. "Ooooh. Tell." He should have known better than to say anything, but he loved teasing his little sister.


  "Don't get yourself all worked up. There's nothing to tell. He seems like a real nice guy."


  Ang huffed "And?"


  "And nothing."


  "Eli says he's really cute, and he's smart and funny. You should take him out while you're there. Maybe you could get laid for once."


  Michael nearly dropped his phone. "Seriously, Sis! I am not talking about this with you." He loved his sister, but he hated when she tried to get involved in his love life. When he first came out, she was so excited.


  "You're gay? That's awesome!" she had hollered. "You and Eli should hook up. That would be so cool."


  He wasn't sure which was more shocking, his sister's immediate and enthusiastic approval of his sexual orientation or the fact she thought he would be attracted to Eli. "Um, thanks sis, but I'm not interested."


  "Why not? He's gay." He could practically hear the "Duh" at the end of her sentence.


  "Yeah, well that doesn't mean I want to hook up with him! Do you have the hots for every straight guy out there? I'll be sure to tell that creepster Ben down the street that he has a chance with you since your only requirement is that he's straight."


  "Michael," Ang's serious voice and brought him back to the present. "You never go out. You never date. I'm beginning to question whether or not you're really gay. Aren't gay guys supposed to be all horny and slutty and shag anything that's male and moves?"


  "Did you just say shag?" Michael tried to deflect.


  "Michael, I'm serious. I worry about you."


  He sighed. "I'm fine, Sis. Really. Besides I just don't have time for dating between work and taking care of the house for Mom. I assure you, however, that I am most definitely gay even without all the shagging."


  Resigned, his sister replied, "Fine. But you deserve to find someone, Michael. You can't use Mom and the house as an excuse forever." He could hear the smile in her voice when she quipped, "At least think about getting some cock while you're away! I'd feel much more certain about your gay status if you did."


  He was awkwardly standing in the kitchen staring at the call ended screen on his phone when Cole emerged from his room. Michael allowed himself a quick glance up his body. He was wearing a T-shirt that said "I'm a Baker, Look at the Size of My Cannoli." Well, he wouldn't mind a peek. "Nice shirt."


  Cole glanced down at himself and shrugged, "Thanks. My staff likes to ply me with inappropriate T-shirts. They know my weakness for corny attire. You ready to go?"


  "Yeah, I'm starving. Swimming always does that to me." Michael tried to turn toward the door to go, but his feet wouldn't budge. Cole was looking at them again, and the intensity of his stare held Michael in place.


  "You gonna put on some shoes?" Cole asked.


  "Oh. Umm, yeah." Michael blinked and finally moved to go. "I left some flip-flops by the door. Let's go."


  The Shack wasn't very far from the cottage, but it was tourist season so the streets were packed with traffic. Cole was glad he was driving and had to focus on the road. He had jerked off in the shower, hoping his dick would be satisfied and stop thinking about Michael with his solid bronze abs and sexy smile. "So did you say you're in advertising?" he asked, trying to focus his mind on something safe.


  "I'm a graphic designer actually. I own my own firm in Cincinnati."


  Cole asked, "Is that how you know Elijah then? Did you get suckered into letting him write an article about you for his series on LGBT owned businesses?"


  Michael chuckled "No, I've known Eli since he was braiding my sister's pigtails in elementary school. Although he did write an article about my business. That's how I landed the Atlantic City job."


  "Those articles sure were nice for drumming up business weren't they? The shop has never been busier. I've even been thinking about opening up another branch somewhere." In fact, Cole had actually been worried his business would suffer once it became known it was owned by a gay man. Although there were a few obnoxious and hateful people who refused to eat anything he made for fear they'd catch the gay cooties, for the most part people didn't care.


  "Me too actually," Michael agreed. "I've been getting calls from all over the country from other gay men and some lesbians who want to hire my firm and support the LGBT community. It's amazing. I know a lot of people have horror stories from living openly gay lives, but I have to be honest and say I have never experienced it like that. I'm thankful every day for the love and support I get from my family and my friends," he gushed. When he looked toward Cole full of embarrassment, he wasn't prepared to see the stony expression on his face. Realizing his mistake, he quickly apologized. "Shit, man. I'm sorry. From the look on your face, I can tell it wasn't so easy for you."


  Cole had felt Michael's words like a punch in the gut. He was fourteen again, sitting at the dinner table listening to his father rage about the faggots he worked with at the office and how they all deserved to fry in hell for their perversions. His mother sat there nodding her head in quiescent agreement as his father spewed, "This world is going to hell. I just want to raise my sons in decency so none of them will ever grow up and turn queer." His oldest brother, always eager to please their father, also chimed in, "Jake at school is a faggot. He's such a loser. I'd never be like him." Cole's heart had broken right there at the table. Every day he worried his dad or brother would see something was different about him, and they would know. Every day he lived with the fear of what would happen if they did.


  The utter despair written all over Cole's face nearly crushed Michael. He reached over and placed his hand on his arm. "Hey man, I'm sorry for what you went through. You didn't deserve it, and if you want to talk about it, I'm all ears."


  "Thanks, but it's not a big deal, and it was a long time ago," Cole tried to say nonchalantly. God, no one had ever been so genuinely concerned for him. The sweet, reassuring touch of Michael's hand on his arm did something to his insides. He felt a crack in the wall of the fortress he'd built around his heart. He swallowed hard and glanced at Michael. Feelings for the cutie from Cincinnati started to swarm him. Maybe this was it, the one he was waiting for. He pulled into The Shack's parking lot feeling a little giddy and an odd sense of contentment.


  ****


  They ate their sushi rolls on the cottage deck overlooking the ocean. The sun had begun to set, and there was a slight breeze that brought with it the smell of saltwater. Elijah had draped little white twinkle lights across the deck to form a sort of canopy against the darkening sky. "So, how'd you end up owning a bakery?" Michael asked, adeptly plucking a roll from his plate with chopsticks.


  "I had to drop out of college my sophomore year because I couldn't afford to finish. I needed a job, and found myself lugging fifty pound sacks of flour for Mrs. Brenneman. She ran a cake shop out of her home and made the most gorgeous and detailed wedding cakes I've ever seen. At first, I was just an errand boy, but I worked hard, and she took a liking to me and eventually let me help her with some of the prep work. I was fascinated by how artistic the whole process was. I was an art major in college. I loved seeing people come in and describe their dreams and then watching her create them. Her clients always left so happy, and you knew that cake would make their celebration special and be remembered forever. I've always loved working with my hands, and I knew I wanted to spend my life making things. I just never imagined it would be with cake and icing." Cole stopped blabbering. What. The. Hell. He had shared the story many times but never, ever, had he felt comfortable enough with someone to allow the insight into his thoughts and feelings. He took a drink of his wine to avoid chattering on like some sappy loser.


  Michael stared in awe across the table at Cole. He managed to stutter out, "Wow." Cole had been so animated and passionate talking about his work. His green eyes sparkled, and his full lips drew up in a smile so radiant you couldn't help but smile too. For the first time, Michael saw something deeper in Cole. Something more. And he liked it. "I never thought of cake like that before. I can tell you really love it, and I bet you're great at it too. Just so you know, I'm totally googling your bakery now! What's it called?"


  "Sweetmeats."


  "Seriously?" Michael inquired.


  Cole gave him a wry look over the rim of his wineglass and nodded.


  "Well, I love it," Michael smiled. He looked at Cole intently for a brief moment and added, "It fits you."


  Michael was beginning to have a hard time not admitting he was intrigued and enthralled by Cole. He was quiet, and a little stoic, yet he had a dry, sarcastic sense of humor that Michael found hilarious. He had a feeling there was a dark side to Cole, but he also knew there was gentleness and passion to balance it. He really wanted to get to know him better even if it was a bad idea.


  "Thanks." Cole's smile brightened with Michael's approval. "I'll admit it's a little daring, but I figured if I was going to put all the blood, sweat and tears into the place, I was at least going to make it mine. And it provides us with a good laugh once in a while when someone wanders in looking for a different kind of service."


  The give and take flow of conversation was relaxing. All of the tension and worry from the day slid away from them. They had sat on the deck and chatted for what seemed like only minutes but was actually hours. For both men the highlight of the night, however, had been the times when they simply sat in comfortable silence enjoying the sound of the waves crashing against the distant shore; both knowing they weren't alone, and both wondering if they ever wanted to be again.


  ****


  The next morning Michael lay in bed in that half-awake half asleep state of awareness. The half of his brain that was awake was looking forward to touring Atlantic City and making plans for the day. The dazed half was remembering creamy skin, smoking green eyes and a sexy ass hugged by shark-toothed swimming trunks. That half seemed to be controlling his hand as well, making him reach beneath his boxers, to rub his palm over his straining cock. He stroked his shaft building up speed. His sleepy brain was sparking to life as he reached his other hand down under his balls and gave a little squeeze. He twisted his hand over the sensitive head on every upstroke. He could feel the pressure building.


  The picture in his mind switched to Cole lying between his spread legs, poised over the tip of his cock licking his lips in anticipation. His balls drew up. He planted his feet on the bed and arched his back as he came, opening his mouth to let out a silent moan. Michael lay there panting and fully awake now.


  Fuck me was his first fully coherent thought. He was obviously attracted to Cole. But it had always been about more than looks for him. What he really wanted was a man that felt like home to him, which is why the fact he adored Cole's quirky shyness, loved his witty humor and sarcasm, and felt content in his company scared him the most.


  There's only one thing to do about it then, he realized. His father had often told him to never to let an opportunity pass him by, even if he was afraid to take it. He wasn't afraid. He was fucking terrified. He was going to open himself up and ask Cole to spend the day with him.


  Cole woke surprised to see that he had slept past dawn. The exhaustion of the past few weeks had finally caught up to him. He scrubbed his hand over his face, enjoying the feel of stubble scraping under his palm. Mmmm his thoughts veered, I wonder what Michael looks like with morning scruff covering those cheekbones. I wonder what it would feel like— He immediately cut those thoughts off, not wanting the man in question to witness him sporting a hard-on while wearing cupcake pajama pants.


  "Hello," he called out as he plodded into the kitchen. "Morning," he heard Michael call from the deck. He grabbed a trendy mustache cup from the counter next to the coffeemaker and poured himself some liquid heaven. Raising his hand against the brightness of the sun, he stepped outside and slid into a lounge chair. He stuck his nose over the rim of his cup and inhaled deeply. "I'd say the fact you drink coffee too and already had some made for me is a sign from the Starbucks gods that today is going to be a great day."


  "I don't actually. I just thought maybe you did and wanted to have some waiting for when your lazy ass decided to crawl out of bed." Actually, Michael was trying to make sure Cole was in a good mood. His mom was a brew head and if she didn't get a cup of Joe first thing in the a.m. she was downright miserable for the rest of the day. From the look on Cole's face, he could tell he'd done something right.


  Cole knew he was looking at Michael like a love struck fool. And he couldn't bring himself to care. "Thanks, Michael. It may sound ridiculous, but that's the nicest thing anyone's ever done for me." He looked right into those sky blue eyes and tried to let Michael see everything he couldn't say. I'm a broken man, Michael. You're so trusting and innocent, and I want you. I shouldn't, but I do.


  Michael could practically touch the connection between them. It gave him strength. He knew their feelings were mutual. He knew it. "Hey," he spoke softly, "I was planning on checking some stuff out around the island today and then heading into Atlantic City tonight." When Cole's face fell, and his eyes dropped, severing that connection, Michael quickly added, "And I'd really love it if you'd go with me."


  Cole could hardly believe his ears. His eyes snapped back up to Michael's face, searching. Was he joking? Did he feel sorry for him? When their eyes met, Cole knew it was none of those things. Michael wanted him too. "Yeah?" Cole's shy voice asked.


  "Yeah."


  Cole's face split open. He couldn't remember ever smiling like this; like he was truly happy. "That sounds great, Michael. Let's get dressed, and I'll show you around the island."


  "Cool. It'll be nice to have a local showing me around. But, umm, I gotta ask you something first."


  "What's that?" Cole asked confused.


  The smirk on Michael's face managed to be wicked and playful at the same time. He slowly lowered his gaze and raised an eyebrow. "Do you plan on wearing those pants or do you maybe have a pair of fuzzy bunny ones you could wear instead?"


  Cole didn't hesitate to give back as good as he got. He rose from his chair and winked at Michael before turning to walk into the house. He paused at the doors and spoke over his shoulder. "I was thinking more like a pair of shorts and my muffin shirt that says 'It's better on top'."


  Of course, that mental image was locked and loaded in Michael's brain the rest of the day.


  ****


  They started their day walking through quaint shopping districts filled to the brim with beach-themed knickknacks, clothing and souvenirs. Cole usually liked to walk around town first thing in the morning because most tourists were still sleeping and the streets were quieter. He wasn't a complete introvert. He just didn't feel secure around a lot of people. He knew a therapist would tell him it was because he needed to deal with his past, but he had shoved all of that into a tidy little box and he couldn't risk letting it out.


  Sleeping in and coffee on the deck meant it was later than usual by the time they had gotten into town that morning and the sidewalks were more crowded than Cole was accustomed to. Being with Michael somehow made it better though. They strolled through the town while Cole pointed out some of his favorite places to eat and occasionally asked if Michael wanted to look in any of the stores. They had stopped to pick up a gift for Michael's mom and a T-shirt for his sister that had an "I heart my big brother" logo on it.


  Michael talked a lot about his family, and growing up in Ohio. He talked about his mother's nurturing strength and his father's death. He mocked irritation when telling Cole about his baby sister. It was clear he loved them very much. "What about you?" the question Cole had been dreading slipped from Michael's lips. "You have any brothers or sisters?"


  Cole felt his stomach knot up. "Uh, yeah. I've got two older brothers. They live in Pittsburgh with my parents."


  "Hey, that's not too far from me. If you're ever in town with them, I'd love for you to come visit my hometown."


  Cole took a deep breath and let it out. He may as well be honest with Michael. He just hoped it didn't change the way he saw him. "Yeah, uh, I haven't seen or spoken to my parents or my brothers in, like, eight years. They didn't exactly approve of my 'lifestyle'."


  Michael put his arm around Cole's shoulder and gave it a little squeeze. "Sorry, man. That's got to be hard." He couldn't imagine parents capable of turning their backs to their flesh and blood but knew it happened all the time. It made him angry just thinking about someone treating Cole so poorly. "I'd never be able to do that to my kid. They're really losing out too because you're an amazing person and they'll never know you."


  Damn, Cole thought, it feels so good having Michael next to me, touching me. He had expected him to be disgusted, but not with his parents, with him. He felt vindicated at Michael's anger with his parents. Most people just felt sorry for him but didn't want to get too involved with a guy who had such a fucked up history. He slid his arm around Michael's waist and squeezed back. "Thanks. That means a lot to me. Now let's grab something to eat from my favorite little bakery and decide what we're going to do with the rest of our day."


  They sat on the sidewalk at a little wrought iron breakfast set enjoying fresh croissants and orange juice. When Cole asked Michael if there was anything in particular he wanted to do, he had responded, "Not really. I googled the island for ideas, but nothing really jumped out at me. The Barnegat Lighthouse could be cool." That was the only suggestion Michael had made. He really wanted Cole to take the lead and show him the island as he enjoyed it.


  The rest of the morning and afternoon had been one of the best either of them had ever had. They took turns picking songs from each other's playlists on the drive. They talked about their jobs, their favorite sports teams, a little bit of anything and everything. The tour of Ol' Barney had been interesting, and the view out into the harbor was picturesque. They had hiked through the part of the wildlife reserve that was open to the public and ended up back in town washing down hot pizza with cold beers.


  Michael leaned back against his chair and stretched out his long legs. "Ah, that really hit the spot. Thanks again for showing me around today. I had a really good time."


  "Yeah, me too." Cole smiled at Michael and took the last swig from his beer. "Let's head back to the cottage and maybe take a swim before heading into the city. Got any ideas where you want to go once we get there? What do you like to do?"


  Michael thought about it for a minute. "Well, I'd really like to drive by the office where my meeting is on Monday, make sure I can find it and know where to park. Other than that I'm game for pretty much anything! The Taj Mahal casino looks pretty cool. Really, I just like walking around, seeing new things, meeting new people. What do you usually do?"


  Cole shook his head and grinned. Michael was just too fucking sweet! The way he always thought about what Cole wanted. His mellow happy-go-lucky personality. "Seriously, dude! It's Saturday night. It's Atlantic City. You're on vacation. Tell me what you want to do; what would make you happy."


  "I mean it. Anything. Just hanging with you makes me happy." Michael's mouth snapped shut, and a blush crept across his cheeks. He hadn't meant to make that admission out loud. Too late now. "Uh, how about a bar or something", he quickly hedged. "I haven't been dancing in forever."


  "Okay then. Prohibition it is! Best gay bar on the boardwalk if you want to dance." Cole wasn't really into the whole booze, bumping and grinding scene, but he'd go for Michael. Okay, he had to admit to himself, and maybe a little for the idea of having Michael up against me, straddling my leg, grinding his cock against me. Walking to the car trying to conceal his growing hard-on was not an easy task.


  ****


  Michael found himself once again ready before Cole was, and waiting. And once again, he decided to use the time to check in at home. The ringing was replaced by the cheery greeting of his mother's, "Hello."


  "Hey, Mom. How's it going?" Michael knew his mom was a grown woman, but he worried about her nonetheless. He was the man of the house now and he felt responsible for protecting it and everything and everyone inside.


  "Oh, everything's just peachy-keen here as usual. Your sister and Elijah have barely given me a moment's peace. I swear their mouths never stop running! How about you, dear? Enjoying the sun and sand?"


  "Yeah. The weather has been gorgeous. Today we went to see an old lighthouse and hiked around the island. We're heading to Atlantic City tonight." Michael found himself wanting to gush about Cole and how much fun he'd been having with the man, but he didn't want his mom to alert his sister. He'd never hear the end of it.


  His mom could always see right through him though. She must have picked up on something in his voice with her supermom radar because her first response was, "And who is this we you're talking about?"


  "Oh, um, Eli's friend Cole. He's staying here too, and he's been showing me around town." Ugh, why did her inquisitions always make him feel like a five-year-old. "He's nice," he added. Great, now he was talking like a five-year-old. "Look, mom, we're getting ready to leave. I just wanted to check in real quick. I'll talk to you later, okay?"


  "Okay, honey. Be careful and have a good time."


  "Thanks, mom, love you. Tell Ang I said 'Hi' too."


  "Okay, honey. Love you, too. And, Mikey?"


  "Yeah?"


  "Don't be afraid to get the nice boy's phone number before you come home."


  Michael rolled his eyes. Of course, his mom wouldn't let him get away easy. "Yes, Mom."


  He hung up the phone and sat there waiting. He hoped he looked okay. He liked Cole. A lot. And it was clear Cole liked him as well. All day they were locked in that awkward dance of mutual attraction and flirtation. He couldn't help but think of tonight as a first date, especially since he had the first date jitters.


  Michael was nervous about his clothing choice. He had chosen to wear a pair of dark khaki's with a navy blue polo shirt that stretched taut across his shoulders and molded to his chest. He casually tucked the shirt in front so you could see his white canvas belt that wrapped his flat hips just above his crotch.


  He idly wondered if Cole would be wearing another one of his signature T-shirts, but when he looked up and saw Cole walking toward him down the hall, the only thing he could think was, Holy fucking shit. Cole was wearing button fly jeans slung low over his hips and hugging him in all the right places. Michael practically moaned when he saw the way his black button-up shirt curved along his torso, emphasizing his slim and taught frame. Smooth, round buttons made a contrasting trail straight up from his navel, ending just below his collarbone where the shirt hung open to expose his creamy skin.


  Once the surge of lust started to recede from his brain, he realized what this meant. Cole had dressed up for him. He just knew it. Just like he knew this was more than just friends hanging out. They were going out on a date, and the thought gave him butterflies. "Wow. You look hot!" slipped right through his lips. He tried to cover up his nervousness by saying, "But I have to admit I'm disappointed not to see one of your corny T-shirts."


  Cole sauntered out to the kitchen. Yep, he was fucking sauntering; working the sway of his hips. "Thanks." He stopped a few feet in front of Michael and looked at him. "I was actually hoping to impress you." He was also hoping to seduce him, but he'd keep that little tidbit to himself.


  "You were?" Michael's voice cracked just a little.


  "Absolutely. I like you, Michael, and I think you like me. I was hoping to convince you to let me take you out tonight. Well, you've already agreed to that part I guess." Cole's bravado started to fade as he stumbled over his words. He'd never done this before, and he was nervous. Inhale. Exhale. "Michael, would you go out with me tonight? On a date?"


  Giving his best impression of a swooning schoolgirl, Michael sighed, "I thought you'd never ask!"


  "Smart ass."


  ****


  It took roughly a half an hour to make the drive to Atlantic City. Michael was paying close attention to his surroundings since he'd have to make this trip on his own in a few days. Cole easily navigated his way to the bridge and across, pointing out landmarks and roads to Michael as they went.


  "You seem to know you're way around really well. Do you spend a lot of time at Eli's house?" Michael asked.


  "Yeah, I guess. I've spent a lot of weekends here. I love the quiet of the beach, and swimming in the ocean. The bakery can be very stressful and hectic. I just like to get away from it all when I can."


  Michael understood but still felt agitated about it. Shit, he realized, I'm jealous. What was really bothering him was the idea that Cole and Elijah were lovers. He wasn't really the jealous and possessive type, but he found himself feeling exactly that way about Cole. "And is Elijah usually here when you are?" Fuck, he needed to tone down the accusation in his voice. "I mean, seems like the poor guy hardly ever takes a break to enjoy his own beach house."


  Cole let his focus on the road drift to Michael for a moment. He was pretty sure the scathing way he had asked about Elijah was more than just casual conversation about a friend. A blush was creeping up Michael's neck and he had averted his gaze, looking out the window. Cole let himself smile before answering, "Eli's hardly ever in town. He's far too busy conquering the world one article at a time. And honestly, I'm not sure why he even bought it. The quietude does not suit him."


  Cole let out an exaggerated sigh. Michael had given him the opening, and he was going to take the chance to play. "Although I wish he was here more often. It can get very lonely being here all by myself," Cole sighed dreamily.


  Michael had gone rigid in his seat, "Oh," was his only response.


  Cole decided to let him off the hook. "No, Michael, Eli and I have never been an item and never will be. He's far too high maintenance for me."


  "Sorry. I didn't mean to get all…." he finished the sentence with a wave of his hand.


  "S'okay. I kind of liked it."


  The rest of the drive was spent navigating their way to the casino office. It wasn't terribly difficult to find, and parking was available on site. Michael felt relieved to have some sense of where he was headed on Monday. With that out of the way, they turned their attention toward having fun. They walked the boardwalk, enjoying the sights, sounds and smells.


  Michael enjoyed watching all the people, but he could tell Cole didn't care for the crowds as much. Again, he had the feeling that something very bad had happened to Cole. The thought made him want to pull the man close and reassure him. He settled for walking close; just being there, and letting his shoulder occasionally brush against Cole's.


  The Trump Taj Mahal was ostentatious. The curved domes, bright lights, and large fountain seemed to hold Michael enthralled. Cole loved how young and innocent he seemed at that moment. He got the sense that Michael hadn't been outside of Cincinnati often, and the knowledge that he got to share this experience with him felt heavy and just right.


  "You hungry?" Cole asked.


  "Starved. What did you have in mind?"


  "I made reservations here for us at Il Mulino New York. They have excellent Italian food. Sound good?"


  "Absolutely. I love just about any type of food. That was thoughtful of you." Michael couldn't resist the urge and reached out to lightly touch Cole's arm, letting his hand glide down to his wrist before ending the contact.


  Goosebumps trailed down his arm following Michael's warm touch. "Can't have you thinking I'm a shitty first date," Cole flirted, "especially if I expect a second one."


  Cole held the door to the restaurant open for Michael to step through.


  Any reply the man would have made to his flirtation was cut short by an astonished gasp. The room was small but elegantly designed. Ornate iron and crystal chandeliers gave the space a subtle glow providing patrons with that feeling of intimacy than can only come from a dimly lit room. Crisp white tablecloths stood out against the marbled earth tones of the walls and art. Formal place settings, crystal wine glasses and a single red long stem rose topped off each table.


  "Is this okay?" Cole worried.


  "It's gorgeous! You always try to impress your dates like this? I've never actually eaten at any place so fancy. I feel under dressed." Michael fidgeted and tugged at his shirt.


  Cole reassured him, "You look perfect." He grabbed the hand that was nervously pushing and pulling at fabric and laced their fingers together. He didn't want Michael to feel out of place or worry so he gave him a little piece of his own insecurities. "And, no, I don't impress all my dates like this. To be honest, I've never been on a real date with anyone. So this is a first for me too."


  The gentle look and soft smile Michael gave him made the vulnerability worth it. The gentle squeeze of his hand, the hand that remained engulfed in Michael's until they were seated, was just the cherry on top.


  The dinner was delicious, and they left feeling full and a little lethargic. It didn't last long though, as the casino designers no doubt intended. The flashing lights, bright colors and incessant noise of the casino bombarded their senses and washed away any lingering feelings of stuffed drowsiness.


  Michael felt like a kid in a candy shop. "What do I do? How do you play? I've never actually been in a casino although I took tons of virtual tours of ones online when I was researching for my job." Cole was giving him an amused look. "What?"


  "Nothing. I love that everything is new to you and watching your excitement. So, let's get some slot cards, and I'll show you the ropes."


  They bounced from penny machines to dollar ones and managed to win almost as much as they had spent. Cole had used up the last of the money on his card and was following Michael around, waiting for him to decide on a machine, to use up his last few dollars. Michael chose a fishing themed machine and sat down on the stool, inserting his card in the slot.


  Cole stood behind him, lost in his thoughts, when the lights above the machine started flashing and the sound of coins dropping belted out from the speakers. "Oh my God," he heard Michael say, "I won $200!" He immediately hopped up from the stool and threw his arms around Cole's shoulders, pulling him into an excited embrace. Cole grabbed him around the waist and hugged him back. An instant later, they both realized their proximity and just like that, the embrace turned from joyful to heated.


  Michael felt Cole's body snug against his from shoulder to thigh, and it felt so fucking right. He forgot about the money, the casino and everything else around him as he began to pull away from the embrace. He was slightly taller, and his nose skimmed the hair just above Cole's ear. He smelled like vanilla and cinnamon.


  Cole slid his palms up the muscled planes of Michael's back. Their eyes met, and the tension was like a vice around his chest. A pink tongue darted out from between Michael's lips and ran along his bottom lip. That was all the invitation Cole needed. He tilted his chin up, angled his head, and hesitantly brushed his lips over Michael's.


  Jesus H., Michael thought, Cole is kissing me. He opened his lips and leaned in to the gentle touch. Well, not quite a kiss yet. Michael's left hand slid up to cup the back of Cole's head as he deepened the contact. He drew Cole's upper lip between his and gave a gentle suck before he released it and stepped back. Now that was a kiss. Well, as much of one as he was willing to give in a casino full of strangers anyway.


  "Wow." Cole held on to Michael's biceps to steady himself. "A win for you and a win for me."


  Michael chuckled. "It must be our lucky night. And to think, I'm not even wearing my lucky underwear."


  "You've got lucky underwear?"


  "Of course. Doesn't everyone?"


  "I don't know. I don't. In fact," Cole put his arm around Michael's shoulder and steered him toward the machine to cash out, "I'm not even wearing underwear tonight."


  They collected Michael's winnings and headed down the boardwalk toward the bar. The air was warm and a bit humid. It was after ten o'clock, and most of the families were trudging back to their hotels, exhausted children in tow.


  Cole's mood was flying high. He hadn't been sure if Michael would welcome his kiss, let alone return it. The way he sucked on his lip and urged him on with the pressure of his hand on the nape of his neck had short-circuited his control. If Michael hadn't stepped away from him, he would have made quite a spectacle of himself on that casino floor.


  Seeming to sense the direction of his thoughts, Michael reached over and slid his hand into the back pocket of Cole's jeans. The wicked sensual smirk on his face seemed so out of character for the wholesome boy from Ohio. So he thinks he's got the upper hand now does he. Wait till I get his ass on the dance floor, Cole plotted.


  ****


  Prohibition was crowded. Bodies were locked together like puzzle pieces. Cutting through the mass to reach the bar, Cole could feel the slide of arms and thighs against his. He'd learned to accept the sensations out of necessity over the years. Trolling places like this looking for quick anonymous hook-ups was how Cole had avoided dating. How he avoided letting anyone in.


  They ordered drinks and managed to make their way to a quiet corner without spilling too much. "You like it," Cole had to shout so he could be heard over the thumping music.


  Like it? It was a fucking aphrodisiac. Bodies writhing on the dance floor. The smell of sweat. The sensual rhythm of the music practically had him gyrating his hips. He swallowed. He should not have tried to play Cole's game. He was out of his league. "Uh. It's different. The clubs I've been to there aren't…. It wasn't so…. Sex. This place screams sex."


  "We can go if you want. You said you liked dancing, and I just thought this was what you meant."


  "No, no. It's fine. I just…." Michael hedged. He didn't want to seem like a country bumpkin or a virgin at an orgy. "What I said was I haven't been dancing in a long time." He hung his head in embarrassment and mumbled, "As in not since my high school prom."


  Cole could just scream with how fucking adorable Michael was! He didn't want him to feel ashamed about it for a second so he took their drinks, set them on the ledge and grabbed Michael's hand. "Well, come on then, sailor. I think it's time you brushed up on your moves."


  The rest of the night was spent in a haze of lust and sensation. Cole had dragged Michael out to the dance floor and let the music and flashing lights take over. At first, he had been reluctant and stiff. Barely bobbing to the music. Cole had placed his hands on Michael's hips and encouraged him to move.


  Michael eventually let all his worry, embarrassment, and nervousness float away into the crowd of sweaty flesh. He let himself go and just moved. And it was glorious! He raised his arms and rotated his hips. He bent one arm, sliding his hand down from his wrist to rest on the opposite shoulder. All the while his hips gyrated and rolled in a sensual invitation. He let his hand slide around his neck to the front then down across his nipple, angling in toward his navel.


  Lost in the moment. Free of responsibility and burdens. His hand continued down, following the trail of hair he knew lay beneath his clothing. He rolled his abs and arched his pelvis just as his hand slid over his cock and quickly cupped his balls before returning back up to his hip.


  Fucking A! Cole could have come in his jeans watching Michael give in to the music and move. He moved back a little to give him some space, and so he could watch. The rippling movement of his abs and thrust of his hips held Cole mesmerized. And he wasn't the only one who had noticed the show. The vultures all around him started to move in. No fucking way he was allowing that.


  Michael hadn't realized his eyes were closed until he felt bodies closing in on him. He almost panicked but then he saw Cole and focused on the heat in his eyes. Cole looped a finger under his belt and jerked him up against his hard body. He straddled Michael's leg and ground his cock against his thigh. Michael found a rhythm again as he dry humped Cole's leg in return. They moved like yin and yang together; their chests touching and hips rolling.


  Cole felt Michael relax into his body following his lead. He could feel the fat ridge of Michael's dick as he ground against his jeans. He wanted that thick bulge against his ass. He turned fitting his ass into the cradle of Michael's thighs, flexing his hips so he could feel his length slide along the seam of his jeans. They fit perfectly together.


  God, Michael had already started to harden just humping Cole's thigh. How the fuck was he supposed to keep his dignity when pressed against his ass. He hoped his underwear was thick enough to soak up the drops of pre-come he already felt working their way through his shaft. He'd die if he had to walk out of there sporting a wet spot.


  And then all thoughts fled his brain, along with his blood, when Cole slid down his body, knees spread wide, rolling his cock along the ridges of Cole's spine. When Cole remained bent over at the waist but straightened his legs, bringing that tight ass right up against his balls as he circled it, Michael's own knees threatened to buckle. He grabbed Cole's hips to balance himself.


  Cole stood and pushed his pelvis forward into the hands Michael had wrapped around his hips, hoping Michael would take the invitation and bring his hands forward just a bit more so they could graze along his throbbing cock. He was not disappointed. Michael's right hand slid between his legs as his left traveled up across his abs and chest to grab a hold of his chin.


  Michael turned Cole's face, placing his ear against his lips, and whispered, "I want you." He knew his words were heard because Cole turned and kissed him. It was fevered and urgent. Their teeth clashed. Their tongues pushed and pulled. Cole grabbed his ass and ground their cocks together so hard it bordered on painful. He began scanning the bar looking for the bathrooms.


  "No," Cole said, "not here." This was not some random hookup with a stranger. This was Michael. "Let's go," he barked out and pulled Michael off the dance floor and out onto the boardwalk. They practically ran back to the car.


  Cole popped the locks and slid inside, immediately throwing himself at Michael across the gearshift. His lips were swollen by the time he managed to pull himself away. He reached around his shoulder and pulled his seatbelt across, hissing as it brushed against his aching cock. Put the car in gear, Cole he told himself. Using his most stern inner voice, he tried to convince himself, Bathroom sex and car sex are the same exact thing.


  ****


  The drive back to Long Beach Island was a time out for Michael. Cole was focused on driving, and the heavy silence gave his lust addled mind a chance to catch up. He couldn't believe he thought about having sex in a public bathroom. He was thankful Cole had stopped him.


  Am I really going to do this? Michael questioned himself. He wasn't a virgin, but he'd only been with four guys; guys he'd cared about. His parents hadn't cared that he was gay, but they didn't want to see him giving himself away to just anyone. They wanted him to have what they had. Love, a home and maybe a family.


  Staring out at the road, thinking, it took Michael a few seconds to catch on to what he was looking at. Up ahead, The Causeway bridge loomed over the shimmering water below. Tiny lights along the railways on each side stood out against the darkness, stretching out across the ocean.


  He turned his head to say something and found Cole staring at him. He had a serene smile across his face. His eyes held all the emotions neither of them could quite figure out how to say; awe, infatuation, kindness, fear and desire.


  "Beautiful isn't it?" Cole asked.


  "Yeah. Yeah, it really is." Michael wasn't sure whether he was talking about the bridge or what was happening between them, but he knew what he was going to do now. He was going to throw caution to the wind. He was going to live in this moment; not let this chance pass him by, and all those other annoying peppy things people say. He was going to get laid! Ang would never question his gay street cred again.


  Cole parked his car and ran around to the other side to get Michael's door. "Can't forget my first date manners now," he joked. When he turned around from closing the door, he came chest to chest with Michael. Two strong hands reached up, sandwiching his head between them. He stepped back against the car as Michael gently shoved him. He barely had time to get his arms around that hard body before his mouth was possessed. His tongue, his hands, his mind fought for control.


  And just like that it was over. Michael pushed away from the car and turned to walk into the house. Cole didn't think he could follow just then. His legs shook, and his arms felt like jelly. A few feet away Michael pivoted, walking seductively backward. That wicked sexy smile broke across his face as he purred, "I'm pretty sure a second date is guaranteed," before turning back around and darting into the cottage.


  Cole forced his legs to hold his weight and wobbled into the house. He couldn't remember ever being this turned on in his life. He found Michael in the kitchen getting a drink of water. He came up behind him and pressed his hips against his ass, pinning him against the counter. "That was a dirty trick for such a wholesome boy," he whispered in his ear.


  Michael ground his ass back against Cole's cock. "Never said I was an angel." He twisted his body trying to turn so he could taste Cole's mouth again. Cole kept his arms locked on either side of Michael's hips, allowing very little room for the move and creating delicious friction from shoulder to thigh as Michael turned.


  When they were face-to-face once again, Cole's hand reached out, molding Michael's dick through the fabric of his pants, gripping, rubbing, stroking as Cole took his lips like they were his salvation.


  Michael loved kissing. Loved the tastes on his tongue. Loved the scrape of stubble against his chin, his cheeks. He had never known kissing could be like this though. It was a battle. It was a dance. Tongues plunging and retreating. Lips sucking and sliding. Teeth clashing and nipping. It was that ultimate high you felt right before pleasure gave way to pain.


  "I know… bakers like… to do it… in the kitchen," Michael panted as Cole moved down his jaw, nipping and licking his skin, "but I'm… more of a… bed… kind of guy."


  "I actually have a shirt that says that," Cole mumbled into the hollow at the base of Michael's neck.


  "Of course you do."


  "My room?" Cole asked as he dragged Michael down the hall toward the bedrooms.


  "Yeah. Bigger bed. Do you, uh, have stuff?"


  "Yep. Don't leave home without it."


  They kissed and fondled their way into Cole's room. Michael felt the back of his knees hit the bed and was saved from falling by Cole's grip on his ass. Cole's fingers slid into the waist of his pants and untucked his shirt. The sensation of his warm fingers gliding up under his shirt and across his bare skin sent chills down his spine.


  "God," Cole moaned, "you look fucking hot in blue. Makes your eyes look like blue ice." He pushed the hem of the shirt up, and Michael obediently raised his arms so Cole could strip it over his head. He had seen Michael's body before but now that he was free to touch it, lick it, worship it, he took his time looking him over.


  Michael took the opportunity to reach out and grab the top button of Cole's shirt. Slowly he peeled back the black fabric to reveal smooth, sculpted flesh covered lightly in dark hair. When one of his nipples peeked out from the gap, Michael leaned forward and ran his tongue over it, lapping at the pebbled bud. His hands continued freeing the buttons, and when he reached the last one, he bit down just enough to hear Cole gasp.


  The shirt fell from Cole's shoulders, and they were flesh to flesh. Cole's fingers dug into Michael's back as he continued to map his body with his tongue. He placed a trail of wet kisses up his bicep, followed the curve of his shoulder up to the lobe of his ear with his tongue. "You have the sexiest arms. I want to trace each and every one of those veins with my tongue."


  "Ung," Cole moaned, "it's 'cause I work with my hands. Lemme show you how good I am with them." He palmed Michael's hard pecs, sliding his rough hands up over his nipples and shoulders. He kneaded the muscles along his neck and slid back down across his chest, letting his nails catch and drag across his nipples, and lower to his belt. Nimble fingers worked the buckle loose and slid the button free from its hole. Clasping the pull between his fingers, he slowly slid the zipper down then roamed back up and slid under the waist of his underwear. Grasping the base of Michael's cock, he squeezed, letting his calloused palm brush over the sensitive head.


  Leaning in, he gently bit Michael's shoulder. Kissed his way up to his ear. He let his warm breath blow over it before pulling the fleshy lobe between his teeth and biting down. Releasing the sensitive flesh, he whispered, "You know what else bakers use a lot? Their mouths. Need to taste everything. Make sure it's just right."


  Cole dropped to his knees. Michael's head fell back, and a moan escaped him. Cole's hands curved around his ass and came to his hips. He slid his thumbs under the waistband of his pants and yanked them down his thighs.


  Michael's cock bopped right in front of Cole's mouth, but he didn't taste it right away. He ran his hands up the front of Michael's thighs, his eyes following the movement and continuing on, coming to a stop on the pale blue gaze that held him captive. Not breaking that connection, Cole ran his tongue along the thick vein that ran from the base of his thick, round cock to that sweet spot just below the hood.


  Michael was in ecstasy. In that moment, his eyes locked in a vice of emerald green, he was owned. He reached out and laid his palm along Cole's cheek, trying to let him know without words what he was doing to him. When Cole took him into his mouth, his fingers tangled in soft brown hair. His thoughts raced, Holy shit! So fucking good. God, never felt this good before. Wanna fuck his mouth. Fuck. Don't come. Don't come.


  Cole couldn't get enough. He worked that fat head like it was his favorite candy. He sucked hard on the tip then eased off to run his tongue around the ridge occasionally slipping to the tip and teasing just inside the hole. The salty taste of pre-come lit his senses on fire. He could feel his heart racing through the rhythmic throbbing of his own aching cock. He wanted more.


  Cole couldn't remember ever being so turned on by giving a blowjob. Michael was just so sweet and adorable but something about the way he responded to Cole's touch, his mouth on his cock, made Cole insane. He lunged forward, taking his cock all the way to the root. He heard Michael's surprised gasp above him. He pulled all the way off, squeezing his shaft against the roof of his mouth with his tongue as he did, and dove all the way back down again, burying his nose in the small patch of hair over his pubic bone. It smelled like Michael. Tangy and sweet.


  Michael wasn't sure how much longer he could wait. Having Cole's mouth on him, working the length of his shaft, and his hands lavishing attention on his thighs and balls was heaven. But the need to give pleasure was overriding. He felt so much for Cole in such a short period of time and wanted to communicate it to him. He tugged on his hair, urging Cole to stand up. It was his turn to taste and explore.


  Cole let Michael's cock slip out of his mouth. He kissed and licked his way up his body until he was once again face to face with the most gorgeous man he'd ever seen. "Mmmm, I'd say that flavor was just about perfect."


  Michael slid his tongue in Cole's mouth, searching for a taste of himself. "Well, it's okay but…" Michael halted to kiss his way down Cole's neck, "…I like my meat a bit spicier." He bit the thick cord of Cole's neck muscle. "Yeah, just like that. Let's see where else you taste good."


  Michael turned Cole in his arms, laying him out on the bed. He took off his own shoes and removed his pants the rest of the way. Then he worked the buttons of Cole's jeans loose and pulled them down to his ankles. Shoes, socks, pants all came off in a flurry.


  Crawling up between his legs, he started at the knees, biting, licking and sucking. He teased the crease between Cole's thighs and groin but didn't give any attention to his straining cock. He nipped a hipbone. Licked every ridge along his torso. Flicked and sucked on each nipple. He licked up the line of his throat and over his Adam's apple.


  "Jesus, you're driving me fucking crazy," Cole whined. He lifted his hips searching desperately for some friction.


  "Good," Michael lowered his hips bringing their dicks together. "I want you crazy for me." Michael hovered there, barely touching, and admired the sight of his fat, heavy cock next to Cole's thinner, longer one.


  "Please, God, Michael," Cole begged.


  Michael loved knowing he drove Cole insane. He wanted this to last forever, but his own needs were spiraling out of control. He laid the full length of his body against Cole's, pumping his hips and sliding their cocks together. "I want you to fuck me, Cole. Now."


  As if he had said the magic words, Cole sprung from the bed and flipped Michael onto his back underneath him. "Fuck, yes." His hands were everywhere. His mouth attacking Michael's in a frenzy. "You sure?" he questioned.


  "Yeah. I'm sure. I want you so bad, Cole. Please. Inside me. Now."


  Cole reached for the lube and condom he had placed on the nightstand. He popped the cap and drizzled some over his finger. He lie next to Michael and began kissing him again. Slower. Sweeter. He spread the cool gel around the pucker of his hole then gently applied pressure and slid inside. He worked his finger in and out gently, stretching the muscle. When Michael started moaning and begging for more he added some lube and worked a second finger inside.


  "Feels so good. Been so long." Michael writhed under Cole's touch, desperately trying to get more of Cole inside him. Suddenly the pressure was gone, and Michael nearly cried out at the loss of it but then Cole was over him, condom in place and slicked with gel. Cole placed the tip of his cock against Michael's hole. Supporting himself on his arms, he looked down at Michael. Once again, their eyes locked, and Cole eased inside.


  They both stared, lost in one another, as Cole set a pace that was both gentle and brutal. Slow short thrusts followed by long, hard pounding and back down to shallow grinding. Cole looked down between their bodies to the place where he disappeared inside. "So hot. You're so fucking gorgeous. I wanted you the moment I saw you."


  He pushed up onto his knees and grabbed Michael's weeping cock. Using the moisture to lube his hand, he wrapped his fingers around the thick rod and began pumping. A small adjustment of his knees and he was angled perfectly. "Come for me, Michael. I want to watch you let go for me." He picked up the pace of his thrusts and matched it to the stroke of his hand.


  Michael wasn't going to last much longer. Cole nailed his gland with every thrust and twisted his hand over the sensitive tip of his cock with every stroke. Too much. It was all too much. Letting out a scream, he arched his back off the bed and shot hot come all the way up to his chin.


  "Yes! Beautiful!" Cole shouted. Another adjustment and he had Michael's knees bent back against the bed and was pounding his ass hard enough to rattle the headboard. A few seconds later, Cole threw his head back, neck muscles drawn tight and came with a growl. When the shudders subsided, he collapsed over Michael, trying to catch his breath.


  Michael lifted the heavy weight of his arms and wrapped them around Cole. He lazily stroked along the curve of his ass, up his side and back down along the ridges of his spine. Neither had a breath or thought to say anything for several minutes until Cole finally lifted his head.


  Resting his chin on Michael's sternum, Cole looked up and smiled at him. "That was awesome." He kissed the skin across Michael's chest. Playfully nipped his collarbone. "Be right back." Reluctantly, he slid out of the warm, tight hole that surrounded him and went to dispose of the condom and clean up. He brought a warm rag back to Michael and gently cleaned the drying come from his skin.


  "Thanks." The gesture was soft and intimate and it kept Michael from regretting what they'd just done. He had no words for how he was feeling at that moment. He'd never felt so alive, so on fire… so vulnerable. When Cole walked back toward the bed, after disposing of the washcloth, Michael found himself reaching out to him, silently asking for the comfort he desperately needed.


  "You haven't said anything yet," Cole prodded as he climbed onto the bed and lie against Michael's side.


  "That was awesome."


  "I already said that."


  Michael curled his arm around Cole's shoulders, pulling him closer. "That was fucking awesome."


  "Worthy of a second date?" Cole joked, poking the tender spot just below Michael's ribs.


  Michael rolled over, pinning Cole to the mattress, and began poking and tickling him. "A second. And maybe a third. A fourth." The burst of energy and silliness quickly faded. Their eyes met and locked. He noticed how Cole's smile reached his eyes and formed small creases all around the corners.


  "I mean it, you know. I like you. A lot. I can't help but feel like there's something here, between us. I'd really like to take the chance and see where it goes." He couldn't tell by the look on Cole's face if he'd said too much or how the other man felt about his confession. "Either way I want you to know I don't normally do things like this."


  "Yeah, me either," Cole assured him even though he knew they weren't talking about the same thing. The sex Cole had done. On more than one occasion. That's not what he was referring to. It was the intimacy that was new to him. He didn't cuddle. He didn't discuss feelings or even think about a future. But he'd never felt like this before either. Like he wanted to. "You make me want more, too, Michael. And I'll be honest. That scares the shit out of me. But I'm not ready to run away from it just yet."


  "That's good. Good." Michael yawned. The long day and passionate night had finally caught up to him, and he was drifting off to sleep. Cole was in his arms. He knew his dreams were going to be sweet.


  ****


  Cole woke naked, sweaty and with extra appendages. Oh wait. Those aren't mine, his brain comprehended as it came back online. Michael was his very next thought. Cole lay pillowed on his smooth chest. His left arm bent under him and lay flush along Michael's side. His right arm was draped across his body, hand resting on a big, strong shoulder. His right leg draped over and tangled between Michael's two long ones. The position trapped his awakening cock between his own body and Michael's hip.


  Cole held himself still, listening to the slow, rhythmic thud of Michael's heart. He didn't want to wake him. He needed the clarity of a new dawn to contemplate all that had happened between them, and what was to come.


  First off, he refused to feel bad about or regret any of it. Even if this thing between them didn't go anywhere, it was the single greatest accomplishment of his life. Not for surviving after being thrown out when he was just twenty years old. Not for working two jobs to pay his bills and save enough money to buy his bakery. Not for turning his bakery into a successful business that now employed six other people. None of it.


  His greatest triumph was in opening himself to the possibility of being hurt, even though it terrified him. He'd been hurt enough. But if he kept the walls and defenses he'd built up around himself in place, he'd never have a chance with Michael. And he wanted that chance; wanted the chance to love and be loved.


  Michael's movement brought Cole out of his internal monologue. He wasn't awake yet, but he was becoming restless. The arms wound around Cole tightened. He felt the soft pad of Michael's foot slide up his calf, coming to rest just below his knee. Cole's cock sprang to full life.


  Yep, Cole had a foot fetish. And those long, arched and totally lickable feet of Michael's had been driving him crazy from the moment he first opened his eyes on that beach. "Don't look down," had been his mantra for the last forty-eight hours for more than one reason. Last night when he had Michael's leg pushed up to his chest and had been pounding into him, it had taken every last drop of his will power not to turn his head and pull that fat, juicy big toe into his mouth and suck on it.


  The only thing that stopped him was the knowledge of what would happen if he did. What always happened when men found out about his obsession: they left. Of course, they never left before telling Cole how sick and twisted he was. He wasn't sure what those words would do to him if they came from Michael's mouth. Especially now he'd opened that fucking door leading straight to his vulnerable heart.


  As if he could read his mind, Michael's foot began traveling a path up and down Cole's leg. Aw, fuck it all, Cole thought to himself. He was going to have to be honest with Michael, and risk the consequences, if he was going to give this vulnerable thing a try. He stared at Michael's serene face and silently begged, Please don't hurt me.


  Michael opened his eyes and found Cole smiling sheepishly at him. He could so get used to this. "Mmmm. Morning," he croaked, "you been awake long?"


  "Nah. Just a few minutes. You make a very comfortable pillow. Warm and soft." He nuzzled a little closer and rubbed his leg up Michael's inner thigh. When his knee touched hard flesh, he looked down, then back up. "Well, not all soft."


  Michael could feel Cole's stiff prick jabbing his hip so he knew he wasn't the only one "up" this morning. He wriggled his hip. "Is that a banana in your pocket or… oh, right, you're not wearing any pants so I guess you're just happy to see me."


  "Mmmm," Cole moaned as he lazily ground his cock against Michael's thigh, "guess I am. Of course, who wouldn't wake up happy when there's a gorgeous naked man under them. I was just admiring the view."


  Michael sprang up, dumping Cole on his back. He sat on his knees between Cole's spread legs and ran a hand down his sleek body. "My turn to admire." He didn't know how long he sat there mapping the planes of Cole's body with his eyes in the light of day. Long enough for Cole to start squirming.


  "See anything you like?" Cole asked self-consciously.


  "Everything." Michael didn't think he'd ever seen a more perfect body. Cole was only slightly shorter than him, but he was leaner, sleeker. He had soft brown hair over his chest that trailed in a thin line down across his tight abs and disappeared into a small thatch of pubic hair. "But I especially like this." Michael leaned over him and kissed the soft hollow at the base of his throat. "And this." He trailed his tongue along Cole's collarbone. Kissed his way down his biceps. "And these are sexy as hell." He followed the trail of a soft vein down his forearm and across the back of his hand. He drew his long middle finger into his mouth and sucked on it. "And I like that you taste like vanilla and smell like cinnamon." He leaned over Cole, supporting himself on his arms. He looked right at him. "I like everything about you, Cole," he said earnestly.


  Cole swallowed nervously. He hoped that would still hold true after he did what he was about to do. He tried to hide the way his hands shook when he placed them on Michael's chest and pushed, encouraging him to roll over onto his back. He nudged his legs together then straddled him, sitting across his thighs. "You showed me yours. Now I want to show you mine."


  Michael flexed his hips, practically writhing in anticipation, making Cole laugh. "Well yes, that is one of my most favorite parts but that's not what I had in mind. I was thinking about these." He bent forward and kissed the corner of both of Michael's baby blue eyes. "And I could spend hours with these," he groaned and took his lips between his teeth, gently pulling on each one.


  Cole's stomach was about to jump out of his throat. Now or never, he told himself. He said a silent prayer that Michael didn't freak out. "But there's one part of you that's been driving me absolutely wild since the moment I laid eyes on you." Cole threw his leg over and again straddled Michael's thighs but this time he was facing the opposite direction.


  He lowered his torso along Michael's legs, let out one last unspoken plea for Michael to accept him, and swiped his tongue along the front of his ankle following the ridge of bone all the way up his arch to his big toe. He repeated the action on the opposite foot. "I get hard just seeing these."


  Michael hadn't thrown him off or leapt up in disgust. His only reaction was a little twitch when Cole's tongue passed over his toe. Cole decided to forge onward. He twisted the right foot toward him a little and placed a kiss in the curve of his arch before moving over to the left foot and taking his big toe in his mouth and sucking. He repeated the action for each individual toe.


  Afraid to turn around for fear of finding a look of disgust and revulsion on Michael's face, Cole simply sat still for a few seconds. When he couldn't stand the uncertainty a second longer, he straightened his spine and turned to face Michael. His brain couldn't process what he saw. Michael's face was lit up like a Christmas tree. His smile a giant star on top. "I knew it!" he exclaimed. "I knew you had a thing for feet."


  Cole was dumbfounded. It took him a moment to find his voice before he could ask, "You did?"


  "Yeah. Saw you looking at them a few times, as if you wanted to eat them. You always looked away, embarrassed like, when you noticed me watching you."


  "And that doesn't, like, bother you? Make you want to puke or something?"


  "Huh? No. Why would it? Everybody has their thing, you know. Whatever makes you happy."


  "Michael. I like to lick them, suck them, smell them. I get off on touching them, rubbing them against me. And by them, I mean feet, Michael. Feet!"


  "Yeah. I got it. It's okay. Kinda hot. Kinky. Makes me feel a little dirty."


  Holy fuck! Cole was about to hyperventilate. This can't be real, he thought. He started to panic, but then Michael reached out to him, cupping his hand along his jaw.


  "It's okay, Cole. I don't know what some stupid asshole might have said or done to you before, but I'm serious. I like it. Feel free to continue where you left off. It felt nice. Real nice. And the view from here reminded me of a few more of my favorite features."


  Slowly Cole began to breathe again. He's really okay with it, his thoughts raced, and he wants me to do it again. Holy shit! This has got to be the one! Michael's wicked smile was the cherry on top of his Fuck Me sundae. He returned the smile and once again switched positions so he was facing Michael's sexy feet.


  He was so relieved, so ecstatic, he thought his soul would burst right out of his chest. At that moment, he knew he was never letting Michael go, whatever it took. He drew the big toe of Michael's right foot into his mouth. "This little piggy went to the market." He worked the second toe with his tongue. "This little piggy stayed home." The third toe he took between his teeth and nibbled on. "This little piggy had roast beef." Blowing warm, soft air on the fourth toe, he rhymed, "And this little piggy had none." When he reached the last little, toe, he wrapped his mouth around it and sucked hard. "And this little piggy," he said pausing to continue, "cried yes, yes, yes all the way home."


  Cole continued his attentions to Michael's delicious feet. The freedom he felt to do so made his cock rock hard. He desperately ground his hips down, sliding his cock along Michael's, seeking friction. The gasps and moans he heard from behind him let him know Michael was right there with him. When he felt hands grip his thighs and tug, he knew what Michael wanted, and he would give it to him. He would give just about anything to him at that moment.


  Cole kissed his way up Michael's legs and shifted his weight to crawl off him, but a hand shot out, grabbing his hip. "Stay," Michael commanded, "I really am enjoying the view. And you're not the only one who likes playing. Now, come up here."


  Michael pulled Cole back until he was straddling his chest, his glorious ass right below his chin. He reached up and placed his hand, palm down, between Cole's shoulder blades. He caressed his hand down the curve of his back. He tried to put everything he was feeling into that touch. He knew it had taken a lot of courage for Cole to open up about his foot fetish. Again, he saw the hurt in his eyes, the expectation of cruelty in the rigid way he had held himself.


  Someone had hurt him. Badly. And Michael wanted to kick their ass. No way was he going to let Cole pleasure him alone after that, as if it was a payment for allowing him to simply be himself. He would show him this relationship would be different from what he's known in the past. He knew from his parents that love was about giving and taking, sharing in everything your partner enjoys and vice versa, and he was going to give Cole one hell of a lesson.


  Michael tilted his chin down so it touched the crack of Cole's ass. His tongue darted out licking the divot right at the top. Cole slumped forward, giving Michael better access to his hole. When he felt the wet heat of Cole's mouth on his cock, he lost track of what he was supposed to be doing. Cole devoured his shaft. It felt incredible. It felt desperate.


  And just like that, Michael remembered his purpose. Michael flattened his tongue against the skin behind Cole's balls and ran it up to his entrance, teasing the sensitive skin. He palmed his smooth ass cheeks and used his thumbs to spread them. He worked Cole's ass hard with his tongue. He felt the steady robotic rhythm of Cole's mouth on his dick falter. That's when he moved lower and took Cole's full length into his mouth all the way to the back of his throat.


  "Fuck," Cole screamed. This was too much. He had wanted to thank Michael for accepting his… proclivities. He wasn't supposed to be getting the greatest blowjob of his life. When Michael swallowed the head of his cock, he simply gave up thinking. He gripped the base of Michael's thickness, hollowed his cheeks and drove his mouth down. He wasn't sure what it all meant or what would happen from here, but he sure as hell was going to enjoy the ride.


  ****


  They spent nearly an hour lying naked and spent amongst the covers that morning after their emotional and physical exertions. When they had finally dragged themselves up and out of bed, they spent the rest of the day just hanging around the cottage relaxing. Cole had made crepes for breakfast while Michael set out plates and utensils and made fresh orange juice. They worked seamlessly together, with an ease and comfort that normally takes years together to create. It was almost eerie how well they fit together.


  Most of the afternoon had been spent enjoying the sun, the beach and the ocean. Their banter had been fun and their mood light. As evening had rolled around, and the inevitable could be put off no longer, that lightness gave way to tension. They ordered takeout sushi from The Shack once again and sat on the deck enjoying the quietude.


  Michael rose from his chair and held his hand out to Cole. "Care to take one last stroll on the beach with me?"


  Cole placed his hand in Michael's. "Yeah. I'd like that."


  They strolled hand in hand along the shore. The tide had receded, leaving stones and seashells in its wake. The warm seawater lapped at their feet as they walked and eroded away their footprints in the sand. Neither Cole nor Michael said anything, both weighed down by their thoughts.


  It was Michael who first broke the standoff. They sat in the dry sand, their shoulders touching, and watched the sun begin to descend below the ocean horizon. "I don't want this to end here," he said. "I'm not ready for it to end."


  "Me either," assured Cole. "To be honest, Michael, I don't know how this will work, or even if it will work, but I'm willing to try if you are."


  "Yeah, I am. If I ace my presentation tomorrow, I'll need to come back in October for the casino's grand opening. I could come early and maybe spend a week with you in Camden." Michael had come up with that plan earlier in the day as he lay drifting in the sea. Sitting here now, he felt self-conscious about mentioning it. What if Cole didn't want to wait for him?


  "That would be great. I'd love it if you came. I could maybe take some time off, show you around town. I'd really like to show you my bakery."


  The silence engulfed them once again, but it wasn't strained or heavy. It was peaceful. They sat there, arms wound around each other, watching the sun go down, each feeling content in the knowledge they were going to do this. Together.


  When the sky was almost completely dark, they wandered arm in arm back up to the cottage. They made sure to exchange phone numbers and email addresses. They friended each other on Facebook. The rest of the evening was spent packing their bags and cleaning up the cottage. Cole had to get back to his bakery and Michael was flying home after his meeting the next day.


  That night they made love. It was slow and sensual. The focus on pleasure, touch and connection rather than barreling toward climax. It was a first for both of them. Cole had never had sex with feeling and Michael never with feelings so real.


  The next morning Michael stood before the mirror straightening the knot on his tie and giving himself one last look in the mirror. He could see Cole hovering in the doorway behind him, leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed over his bare chest, staring directly at him.


  "You look good in a suit. Real good." Cole said before he pushed off the doorframe and sauntered up behind him. He slid his arms around Michael's waist and kissed the side of his neck. It gave Michael goose bumps. His presentation to the casino board was in an hour. He was nervous about the job, but there was an added layer to his uneasiness this morning. It was time for him and Cole to say good-bye.


  Michael searched the reflection in the mirror. His eyes met and held Cole's emerald green ones. Neither moved as they stood there staring at one another in the glass, speaking without words.


  Michael turned in Cole's arms and gathered his face in his hands. He melted their lips together and kissed him deep and languidly. It wasn't meant to stir arousal, just spark intimacy. He put everything he had into that kiss, trying to sear the memory into Cole's brain so he wouldn't forget and his own so he could remember.


  Michael reluctantly pulled away from the kiss. "Thank you for showing me around town and for our first date. And for giving this a chance."


  Cole gave Michael one last squeeze before letting go. "I'm really glad you landed that casino job. I know you'll do great today. And tell Elijah I said thanks. I seriously owe him one." He turned and grabbed Michael's luggage and carried it to his car. One quick PDA-approved kiss and Michael was driving away.


  Cole finished dressing and dragged his luggage to the car. He made one last sweep through the house to make sure everything was in its place. He was checking the lock on the French doors when he noticed Michael's flip flops sitting on the mat. It's not creepy if I take them, he tried to convince himself, I'm just holding them for him until he comes back in October. Eh, who was he trying to kid. It bordered on obsessive stalker tendencies, but he simply didn't care. It was a long time from July until October. He would need the souvenir.


  Cole was home, unpacking his suitcase and putting his souvenir in the closet when he heard the familiar Mario one up ringtone of his phone alerting him to a text message. It was from Michael and read, "Sitting at the airport. Presentation went great. Got the final approval. October is so far away." It was the first of thousands of texts to come over the next three months. Cole's thumbs swiped over the keyboard on his phone as he typed a reply. "Congrats. Knew you would kick ass. October is far, but at least we have text, email and Skype."


  Michael replied almost immediately. "True. But I have a question for you."


  "What's that?"


  "Which one of us is Meg Ryan and which is Tom Hanks?"


  Cole was laughing as he typed. "You can be Meg Ryan since you have the most kissable mouth."


  "I'm not sure if that's an insult or a compliment. Gotta go. Plane is boarding. Check in when I land."


  Cole sighed as he tucked his phone into his back pocket. It would be a long three months, but he knew they would make it through.


  ****


  It was the middle of October when Cole finally stood in the crowded Philadelphia airport straining to see around the throng of people that stood between him, and his first glance of Michael in over three months. The anticipation of seeing him again had every muscle, every nerve, every cell in his body on edge.


  Michael had texted him to say everything was fine, and he should arrive on time. Cole sent up yet another thank you to the geek gods that created cell phones, satellites, and the internet. He would not have survived the last few months without them. There was a day back in September when solar flares had made a wreck of satellites everywhere. He had become accustomed to the constant stream of communication with Michael and was bereft at losing that lifeline, even if it was only for a day.


  In the time since they were together at the beach cottage until now, they had gotten into a routine. Cole was always up before dawn so he could be at the bakery early to make fresh pastries and cupcakes to fill the cases at the front of his store. He would send Michael random good morning texts.


  Yesterday he sent him a picture of the timer on his oven set to 25:39 with a caption that read, "Is this: A, the countdown timer on the bomb I planted inside a cake I made for the FBI. B, the amount of time it takes to bake the world's largest cupcake. Or C, the number of hours that stand between me and seeing your gorgeous face in person again."


  Of course, Michael enjoyed teasing him and being a smart ass. He had replied back, "The answer is D, the number of minutes it takes each morning for you to pick a T-shirt from your collection." And it was always just like Michael to add something sweet and sappy after he sassed him. His second text arrived just seconds later and made Cole feel soft and gooey. "I've missed you, too, C. Terribly. Counting the seconds till I can hold you in my arms again and kiss you silly. See you soon."


  When the first passengers came around the corner, Cole's heart sped up. The moment he laid eyes on Michael's tall, muscular body and his perfectly carved face, his racing heart came to a full stop, unprepared for the full impact of seeing him again, having him so near. When Michael began scanning the crowd looking for him, he managed to get himself together and push through the crowd.


  Clear sky blue and emerald green clashed together and held. For what could have been an eternity, but was merely a few seconds, the world continued on around them as they stood frozen. Michael grinned from ear to ear, and the movement broke the spell. Next thing Cole knew he was being wrapped in heavy arms and squeezed within an inch of his life.


  "Hey." Michael knew it was anti-climactic, but it was the only thing he could come up with. His brain was too busy cataloguing every detail he'd forgotten in Cole's face and noting any changes. His face was a little paler, and his hair was a little longer than it had been back in July. He liked it. It was a little messy which made it a lot sexy. He couldn't wait to wrap his fingers in it.


  Cole could feel the weight of Michael's eyes roaming over his face and quickly down his body. He wanted to pull Michael's face against his and kiss him so bad, but this was a very public place and he didn't want to risk it. It pissed him the fuck off that he didn't feel free to greet his boyfriend like any hetero couple would. He had fought and sacrificed so much to stand up for what he believed, but he had also learned to choose his battles. And this was a time for celebrating and nothing was going to ruin that. "Come on. Let's get your bag and get out of here." Dropping his voice so only Michael could hear he added, "I want to kiss you so bad my lips hurt, and I have tinted windows."


  Cole stored Michael's suitcase in the trunk of his car and climbed in the driver's seat. They were on each other like lightening. Mouths fused. Hands grappling for something to hold onto. The kiss was so fierce it was nearly barbaric. Their teeth clashed, and their tongues fought for control. Cole could taste the metallic tang of blood.


  Michael left Cole's lips and traveled along his jaw, down the taut muscle of his neck. He sank his teeth into the flesh between his neck and shoulder. Not hard enough to leave a mark. Just enough to remind them both that Cole was his. "God I missed being able to taste you." He straightened back up in his seat and reached around to grab his seatbelt, clicking it into place. "All right. Where are we headed first?"


  Cole mirrored Michael's movements and put on his own seatbelt. "Well, I figured you'd want to drop your stuff back at my place and get settled in." Cole kept his head facing forward but slid his eyes toward the passenger seat as he slowly reached his hand down between his legs and cupped his hard on. "Plus, I don't know about you, but I don't think I'll be able to function until I have you naked and come inside you."


  "Jesus," Michael groaned, "let's go already!"


  It was about a twenty-five minute drive from the airport back to Cole's condo, long enough for their libidos to cool from fevered to simmering. It's not like sex was what was most important for either of them. It was just they had been able to talk and share their day to day lives for the past three months. Skype even allowed them the illusion of physical proximity. But it was just that. An illusion.


  Michael wanted to bury his nose in Cole's neck and breathe in the scent of cinnamon and vanilla that was Cole. He wanted to run his hands up and down the sinewy muscles of his arms as he braced himself above him. He wanted to feel Cole's warm breath on his chest, and his pounding heart against his ribs, when he collapsed on top of him. Nothing they could do with computers and cameras would ever come close to the real life intimacy of those shared sensations.


  By the time they were in the elevator of Cole's apartment complex, riding from the parking garage up to his fourteenth floor flat, Cole had his need to devour Michael in check. Part of it was being replaced by nervousness. This was his private space. His home. It held a lot of personal information about him. They had learned so much about one another in the short time they'd been together, but this was like upping the ante and Cole was not a gambler. Especially when his fragile heart was at stake.


  "This is a nice building. How long have you been here?"


  "I bought it about two years ago when my bakery really started taking off. I spent so much time and energy building my business and running it. I wanted some place to call my own at the end of the day, you know."


  "Yeah, I get that. I've spent my entire life in the same house. It's home." Michael shrugged his shoulders in a gesture that said, "It's me. Deal with it."


  Cole unlocked the door to his loft and stood back to usher Michael inside. The space was modern and open. He had chosen a dark espresso wood for the floors. His wall colors ranged from a dark, midnight blue accent wall in his bedroom to a bright, earthy turquoise in his living room that reminded him of the color of the ocean. The first thing he did when he moved in was paint each and every wall. He had grown up surrounded by the sterility of white walls, and he would never live that way again.


  He directed Michael down the short entrance hall to the kitchen and dining area. "Oh shit," Michael exclaimed, "that kitchen is wicked. How many ovens does one person need?"


  "I'm a baker. I can't have an average kitchen. Size counts you know. And I like working on new recipes and ideas at home. So, kitchen obviously. Dining room. Living room. There's a spare bedroom and bathroom there and down here is the master suite." Cole walked Michael quickly through his loft. The living, dining and kitchen space was one big open room along the exterior wall. Several long windows along the length of the rooms provided lots of natural light. The two bedrooms and kitchen were along the interior wall on the left.


  Cole didn't have a ton of knickknacks or decorations. He was more of a minimalist when it came to decorating. He had chosen some furniture he liked and a few pieces of art. But the truth he wanted to ignore lurked in the back of his mind. He wanted someone to share this place with him. He wanted to look around his home and see his partner, his lover, in the things around him. Just having Michael here felt like a step in the right direction.


  Cole led him into the master suite. "There's plenty of space in the closet to hang your things if you want." He had a large walk-in closet that was barely used.


  Michael chuckled. "I would have expected your closet to be packed full of cheesy one liner T-shirts and fuzzy pajama pants."


  "The T-shirts do take up a whole section, but the fuzzy pants I hide in the dresser drawers." It was painful for Cole to keep his voice even and light, not giving away the urges that ate at him. Michael was here. In his bedroom! "Uh, bathroom is through there if you need to freshen up or anything."


  "Nah. I'm good for now." The timber of Michael's voice dropped low, and his eyes suddenly blazed with fire. "There is something else I need."


  Cole nearly laughed at the cheesiness of that line, but the way Michael was looking at him cut off any thoughts of joking. "Yeah? What would that be?"


  "You, Cole. I need to touch you. Now."


  Their bodies came together in a collision of arms, legs and hips. They would both have bruises to show for it. Michael tore at the hem of Cole's shirt. It read "Bakers Do it for the Dough". He didn't want to do any damage to it, but he was holding on to that control with his teeth. "Put your arms up. I like this shirt, but it needs to come off right now."


  Cole complied with the order and immediately returned the favor. He wanted skin to skin. He needed it. He ran his hands across the wide expanse of Michael's shoulders and chest. He squeezed his hands between their chests and drew his thumbs across his nipples, before angling them down along the rigid planes of his abs to the button of his jeans.


  He tore his mouth away from Michael's and panted, "I've been dreaming of tasting you again." He kissed his way down his neck, stopping to flick each nipple with the tip of his tongue, before following the thin trail of hair from his navel to the waist of his pants. He wrapped his lips around the bulge of Michael's hard cock through his jeans. He worked the material until it was wet and molded to the shape of his dick.


  Michael wanted to shove his pants out of the way so he could feel Cole's wet mouth engulf his shaft. He kept his hands from doing just that by running them through the soft strands of Cole's hair. The heavy material of his wet jeans and underwear began to chafe, and the contrast between the pleasure and pain was blowing his mind. He jerked his hips every time Cole's mouth brushed against his sensitive head. "Cole, please," he begged.


  In a blur of movement, his pants were gone, and his cock was free, as if Cole had simply been waiting for him to break. The swollen head of his cock stood against his belly button and pulsed in time with his heart. Cole was on his knees before him, looking straight up into his eyes. Michael knew the connection excited Cole; being able to see his reaction when he ran that talented tongue of his from the bottom of his balls straight up the vein that ran directly to the little notch at his crown.


  Michael looked down at Cole and let him see everything. How much he missed him. How badly he wanted him. How beautiful he thought he was. He held nothing back, and Cole knew it. He was voracious in the way he worked Michael. Needing some release for the pressure, Michael began spewing bits and pieces of nonsense. "Missed you. Beautiful. Fuck. Need to. God. Can't help."


  And just like that he snapped. He dug his fingers into Cole's hair. Holding him tight at the scalp and forcing his head to stop moving. He snapped his hips forward and back, forward and back, fucking Cole's mouth. "Sorry. Can't. Fuck. Need to. Fuck!"


  Somewhere in the fog that clouded his every thought, he felt Cole's hands on his ass, encouraging him and the answering suction he created with his mouth. "Oh shit. Gonna come. Shit. Shit. Oh, fuck!" He arched his back and pulled Cole's head forward, lodging his cock at the back of his throat, and shot his load straight into Cole's throat.


  Michael would swear he actually blacked out from the overload. Concern for Cole bringing him immediately to his senses, he let his weakened knees collapse as he fell to the floor next to Cole. "Are you okay? God, I'm so sorry. I just lost control. I wanted you so fucking bad. Please say something."


  "Mmmm. Tastes like sourdough and salt."


  "Fucking asshole! Don't mess with me. Are you okay?"


  Cole wrapped his arms around his lover's neck and kissed him gently, reassuring him that he was fine. The tremors that ran through Michael's body began to subside. That loss of control had rattled them both. "Seriously, I'm fine. Better than fine. I've never let anyone do that before. But I trust you and I wanted you to do it. I love watching you lose it for me."


  They huddled together on the floor, continuing to stroke and soothe one another, murmuring quiet reassurances. Eventually Michael rose to his feet and held his hand down for Cole. "Come here. I need to hold you; need to feel you inside me."


  They lay together on Cole's bed slowly building the fire that would consume them. Cole stretched across to his nightstand and retrieved a bottle of lube and a condom. He laid them on the bed next to his hip and slowly began working his way from Michael's mouth all the way down to his toes.


  His need was growing and his cock wept at the thought of waiting one second longer. He rose above Michael and sheathed his sobbing prick before slicking it with lube. He ran a slippery finger under Michael's balls and back to his waiting hole. "I'm going to fuck you now, Michael. I can't wait any longer. Been waiting too long."


  He slid one finger inside, punctuating his last word. The warm softness of Michael's entrance surrounded him. He worked another finger in beside the first one and fucked them in and out, scissoring them, trying to stretch the tight muscle. Michael was gorgeously responsive, pushing himself down hard each time Cole pushed in, urging him on. "Give it to me, Cole. Show me everything you've got, baby. Hurry."


  Cole removed his fingers and surged forward, pausing just long enough to make sure he was aligned right against Michael's asshole, and slid home. He had all the intentions of being gentle, but they were lost the moment he was surrounded by warm, tight flesh. His balls slapped against Michael's ass with each thrust. His grunts and groans bounced off the walls. He had been waiting so long and just couldn't get there. He needed more, but he couldn't go any deeper.


  Michael seemed to know what he was asking for; what he needed. He pulled his knee up against his chest and ran his foot down Cole's neck and shoulder. It came to rest over his chest and then he began circling his nipples with the ball of his foot. His other leg was still wrapped around Cole's waist and he began stroking his hip and thigh with that foot.


  The double-sided attack was too much for Cole. He grabbed the foot that lay against his chest and brought it to his mouth. He sucked the big toe between his lips and pulled on it with his tongue. Releasing Michael's toe, he set the leg over his shoulder, stretching Michael's legs apart. He pounded Michael's ass. Hard and furious.


  A fine sheen of sweat coated his chest and back. His grip on Michael's legs was slipping, but he couldn't let go. Michael's spent cock began to harden again, and Cole looked up to his face, ready to ask if he was okay. What he saw was amazing. Michael's head was thrown back and his corded neck arched forward. One of his hands held the comforter in a death grip, while the other lay over his nipple, pinching and rolling the nub between his finger and thumb. The look on his face could only be described as pure ecstasy.


  That was the straw that broke Cole. The mere thought of Michael looking that way for him, and him alone, tore down the floodgates. Cole slammed into Michael hard and ground against his ass trying to get even farther. With a primal scream, he came. When the last pulse of come left his body, he gently released Michael's legs and laid himself in the cradle of his thighs. The warm stickiness he felt on his stomach let him know that he wasn't the only one who enjoyed the rough, frantic, I've-missed-you-so-much kind of sex.


  The sensation of being bounced brought Cole to life. He heard a light chuckle coming from Michael and raised his head to look at him. He was smiling like a kid on Christmas morning when he asked, "Needed that, huh?"


  "Goddamn. You have no idea! Those feet of yours put me over the edge. Serves you right for teasing me with them all the time." Cole was surprised to find that Michael hadn't forgotten or tried to ignore his fetish. In fact, he brazenly encouraged it, often sending Cole photos of his feet that ranged from erotic to bizarre. One of Cole's favorites was a picture of the bottoms of Michael's toes, each one had a sad face drawn on it with a marker. On the ball of his foot he had written, "The five little piggies miss their big bad wolf."


  "You know you like it when I tease you. Besides, it serves you right. Speaking of the little piggies who cry wee, I can't see that fucking Geico commercial without getting hard. That's rather uncomfortable when I'm sitting on the couch next to my mom."


  "That is pretty horrible. I guess we're even then." Cole got up and went to the bathroom to clean up and bring a warm rag to Michael. "So, now that we've gotten that out of the way, what would you like to do today? I didn't really make any plans. Figured we would play it by ear."


  Michael thought for a moment. "To be honest, I can't think of anything I'd rather do than stay right here with you. Naked. Hope you don't mind. I just…. It's been a long three months, and I want some time to just be alone with you."


  "I don't mind at all. Sounds like an excellent plan. Especially the naked part. I stocked up on groceries so we can eat here tonight. You can explore while I cook."


  "Cool. I'll go on a scavenger hunt for your porn stash," Michael joked.


  "Oh. That's easy. It's on the shelf in the living room with the rest of my movies."


  "God," Michael covered his face with his hands, "my mom would freak if I put my porn in the living room!"


  "Well" Cole snuggled up against his side "That's the beauty of living on your own. I made this space mine, and if you're here, and you don't approve, than you can fucking leave. I refuse to be something I'm not."


  Michael wasn't sure what had just happened, but Cole's anger was palpable, his body tense. He hated whatever it was that haunted Cole, and wished he knew how to help. "I understand, and that's one of the things I like about you. It takes a strong person to be so open."


  "Yeah. Sorry. Didn't mean to get all heavy on you. And thanks, but I like your kind of strength. Always so kind and thoughtful of others."


  Michael knew Cole was deflecting, trying to ignore what he had said. He didn't want to start their week together off tense and uncomfortable, but he wasn't going to let Cole get away with it either. He pulled Cole's face up to his and kissed him gently, coaxing him to open up to him. "Someday, Cole, you're going to have to tell me what happened to you. I want to know, and I hope you can find a way to trust me with it."


  "Yeah," Cole sighed, "maybe someday. But not today. Today you're here, and I just want to enjoy it. Now, let's get you unpacked and settled in, and see what we can do about dinner."


  ****


  Cole was making a Mediterranean steak and spicy shrimp dish for dinner. He had learned Michael loved to eat. He loved to try new and exotic foods. He liked his steak medium-rare, and thought hot and spicy were a food group. His favorite meals were the ones that made him sweat. It was amazing how much you could learn about a person when talking was your only option.


  Cole had been practicing cooking recipes he thought Michael would like. He was a great baker but a mediocre cook. It had been a useful way for him to pass the time these last few weeks. He not only wanted to impress Michael, but he wanted to show him that he had been listening. He had even special-ordered some Trinidad Moruga Scorpion peppers, which were supposed to be the hottest in the world.


  "Stop that," he smacked Michael's hand as he tried again to snatch one of the red peppers he was busy chopping. "You're distracting me," he whined. It was bad enough he was hovering in the kitchen constantly looking over his shoulder. The fact he was hovering while clad in nothing but black boxer briefs was simply maddening. "Go. Explore. Find something to do until I'm finished."


  "Aww, come on, baby. Tired of me already?" Michael could tell Cole was trying to concentrate, and that was all the reason he needed to agitate him, but it was also fun. He decided to give it a rest, though, because Cole was being so sweet, trying so hard to cook for him. He wandered into the living room, to check out the movie collection he had spotted earlier. "Damn, is this whole shelf porn?"


  Cole chuckled in response. "No, asshole. I watch other kinds of movies too. On occasion. Look through what I have and find something for us to watch tonight if you want."


  Cole nearly chopped off his finger when he heard Michael exclaim, "Holy shit. What the fuck is this! The Notebook. Nights in Rodanthe. Message in a Bottle. Oh my god, its chick flick heaven."


  "Whatever. Those movies happen to be very good."


  "I'm sure they are. For chicks. It's a good thing you've got some quality dude movies on here, or I'd start to question your manhood."


  "Well, if you're in any doubt about my manhood perhaps I need to demonstrate it for you. Again." Cole had turned from the stove, to face Michael in the living room. He cupped his dick and balls through the cotton of his briefs so there was no doubt he was very much a man.


  "Mmmm," Michael purred. "I may have to see that proof of yours. But after dinner because I'm starved and that smells delicious."


  They sat at the breakfast bar, wearing nothing but their underwear, and ate together like they had been doing this for years. About midway through Michael praised all of Cole's hard work. "This is really good, Cole. You should own a restaurant not a bakery! I love the spicy shrimp."


  "Oh my God. I almost forgot." The mention of spicy reminded him of his surprise. Cole rushed to the fridge and got out the dipping sauce he had made using the Scorpion peppers. "I made this just for you. It's a spicy hot pepper sauce."


  "If you keep this up I may just have to keep you." Michael took a bite-size piece of his steak and swirled it around in the sauce. He popped it into his mouth and slowly chewed, savoring the taste. And then fire erupted in his mouth. "Holy Shit." He jumped up from his stool and stuck his tongue out trying to fan away the heat with his hand. "Fuck. What the fuck was in that? Ow. Fuck. Drink. Gimme a drink!" Michael was dancing around Cole's kitchen in his underwear fanning his tongue and cursing like a sailor.


  Cole was in hysterics! He was laughing so hard he nearly spilled the milk. "Oh. My. God. So. Funny!" Michael ripped the glass out of his hand, spilling milk all over the floor. It dribbled down his chin as he gulped the entire glass down. Cole was still laughing. It took two more glasses of milk for Michael to stop flailing about like he was on fire.


  "What the fuck, dude? Are you trying to kill me?" Michael bellowed.


  The anger in his voice sobered Cole right up. Michael stood in front of him, rigid, panting and coated in sweat. Cole cautiously slid his arms around his waist and cooed, "I'm sorry baby. Really. I wanted to surprise you, so I ordered some of the world's hottest peppers and added a handful to the sauce. Sorry."


  Michael's breathing slowed, and the tension left his body. He wasn't really mad. It had been the shock and pain speaking. "It's okay. Thank you. It really was a sweet gesture but maybe not quite so much next time if you ever want me to be able to use my tongue again."


  "Yeah." Cole smiled up at Michael. "I guess I should just stick to sweets. I wouldn't dream of damaging that talented tongue. I've got far too many plans for it in the future." He gave Michael one last squeeze and turned to start cleaning up the mess on the floor and the dishes. "Go ahead. I'll clean up."


  A half an hour later the kitchen was back in order, and they were curled up on Cole's couch together, getting ready to watch The Big Lebowski. Michael was lying completely stretched out along the couch, and Cole lay spooned up against him.


  "This couch is huge. Did you buy it at Shaq's yard sale or something? I've never seen one like this before."


  "Ha ha. Very funny. I actually had it specially made just for me. They had to assemble it here because it's too big to be brought up in one piece." Cole felt a knot form in his stomach. This subject brushed along the edges of that wall he had built around his past, but the dread he felt wasn't a result of thinking about that past but thinking about the future he was trying to build with Michael. He needed to tell him. He wanted to tell him.


  He didn't think he could tell him everything. Not yet. But he wanted to give him something. He thought back to one of the quiet and somber late night conversations they had a few weeks ago. Cole could still hear the sadness in Michael's voice when he had told him, "Today's the anniversary of my father's death. It's been three years, and I still miss him every single day." Cole had lain in his bed, wrapped around his pillow, and listened as Michael unloaded his pain and grief. He trusted Cole with his fears and his anguish. It was time for Cole to trust Michael, to cut a hole in the solid wall around his soul, and allow him a peek inside.


  Cole rolled to face Michael. "The thing is, my parents disowned me when they found out I was gay. I was twenty years old, and a sophomore in college, and they stopped paying for everything, kicked me out of their house with nothing."


  "Cole, I—"


  "No. Wait. Let me finish or I might never. I knew. I knew what would happen if they found out, and I had fought so hard to hide myself from them and everyone around me. When I went to college, I felt like the noose around my neck had loosened a little. No one knew me or my parents. I opened up and got involved with someone." Cole took a deep breath. Years later and this was still the part that hurt the most. He had known what to expect from his father and his family. He had not been prepared for this betrayal.


  "His name was Brandon, and he was a junior. I loved him, or at least I thought I did at the time. Now I think maybe it was just that I could love myself when I was with him because I wasn't living a lie. Anyways, he was very open and honest about his lifestyle. He was president of the LGBT Alliance chapter at our school and often led protests and rallies. He started to resent the fact I wasn't completely out. He felt like a poser, I guess, dating a guy who wouldn't come out of the closet. So he made the choice for me, wrote a letter to my parents and included some photos. When I came home for Christmas break, my father was waiting for me."


  "God, Cole, I'm so sorry. What an asshole. You didn't deserve what he did to you. And your parents…. God. I'm sorry, baby." Michael's heart broke for him.


  Cole couldn't stand the look of pity he saw on Michael's face. He had made it and was stronger for it. He tried to make him understand. "Don't. The point is I made it. On my own terms. I had a few good friends at school who let me crash on their couches. I got the job at the bakery. I eventually got my own small place. I didn't have much. In fact, I still only had a couch to sleep on, but it was mine. So when I bought this place I had the couch built as a symbol, really. I had made my life my own, and if any of my friends were ever down on their luck and needed a place to crash, I have a place for them. And one that is just as fucking big and comfortable as a real bed because they would deserve nothing less."


  The look on Michael's face was now one of awe. "You're amazing, Cole. You know that. You're so strong and smart and kind. I'm so damn proud to be with you." He wrapped his arms around Cole and pressed their bodies together. He kissed Cole's lips, his cheeks, his forehead. He leaned in and placed his mouth against his ear. "But I still want to kick that guy's ass. I would never do something like that to you, Cole. Never."


  "I know that. I do." And Cole realized he really meant it. He trusted Michael. "Now, let's watch The Dude bowl some strikes."


  ****


  Cole's alarm clock was shrieking. It was five-thirty on Thursday morning, and he had to be at the bakery. One of his best customers was getting married to the man of his dreams on Saturday, and he had specifically requested Cole make his cake from start to finish. Cole went to roll over to slap the snooze button and was stopped by a heavy weight on his chest. Michael.


  Cole could hardly believe how quickly the last few days had flown by. They spent all day Sunday lazily touring around Camden. Cole took Michael to his favorite places to eat and shop. The city itself was not very impressive, but Cole lived in one of the nicest areas where re-development efforts had been focused over the last few years.


  The real draw to living in Camden was its proximity to Philadelphia and all of that city's rich culture. They spent Monday touring Independence Hall and Valley Forge. They ate lunch in the Gayborhood district and bought some books by their favorite authors at Giovanni's Room. That night they had both collapsed exhausted into bed. Tuesday was more of the same and included a trip to the Philadelphia Zoo and the Adventure Aquarium.


  "I can see why you settled in this area. There's so much to see and do. I love city life. I'm not sure I would know what to do with myself if I didn't live so close to Cincinnati," Michael had told him yesterday when they were lazing around his apartment trying to recover from all their adventures. "I really want to show you it sometime. I know it might be a little early to start making plans, but I was hoping to ask you if you'd come to Ohio for Thanksgiving."


  Cole was glad Michael had brought the subject up. He didn't want to seem too needy or clingy, but he desperately wanted to see Michael again soon. "I don't see why not. It's not a real busy time at the bakery so I should be able to take the time off. I'd love to." Maybe it was just Cole, but he thought the rest of the day felt lighter somehow, knowing he and Michael would be together again in a month.


  Michael awoke with a start. Cole was shoving at his shoulder, and his ears were being assaulted by a shrill beep, beep, beep. "Time to make the doughnuts," he rasped out with his morning voice.


  "Doughnuts, no. $4,000 wedding cake, yes."


  They rode to Cole's bakery, coffee mugs in hand, in excited silence. Cole was nervous about Michael seeing his bakery, his baby. He wanted Michael to approve of his business and his work. This was also the first time he would introduce Michael to people who mattered to him. He had very few friends, but he would count every single person who worked for him among them.


  He drove Michael by the front of his building so he could see a street side view of the place. The building was brick, and long glass windows lined the front along the sidewalk. The sign that spanned the length above the windows was a retro design Cole really liked. It was striped vertically in alternating light robin's egg blue and gray. Sweetmeats was spelled out in a funky retro font across the center between a black and white tiered cake and a pink frosted cupcake. You could see inside to a small bistro style dining area, and brightly lit cases of pastries and cupcakes and such.


  "Wow," Michael exclaimed. "This is yours?? It's great Cole! Absolutely fantastic. I love your sign, but I bet I could have done better," Michael teased.


  "Thanks. I loved this old building and really wanted to give the place a fun old-time look. Maybe I'll hire you to design me a better logo when I start my chain of stores across the U.S. Let's park and head inside. I know the owner, and I bet he'll be glad to give you a personal tour."


  Of course, they weren't the first ones to arrive. Cole's second in command, Zach, was filling in for him this week and had started making fresh pastries and cakes at five a.m. He opened the back alley door and stepped into his home away from home. The kitchen was large and open. The only color in the space besides stainless steel was the bright lemon yellow walls and a row of candy apple red commercial grade mixers. Cole liked his work space streamlined and organized.


  Cole swept his arm out like Vanna White. "So this is where I spend most of my time. Not a very glamorous life but I don't have to wear a tie, and I work with a great group of people."


  Michael took it all in. He knew how passionate Cole was about his work, and he was so thrilled to be sharing this with him. "I love it! Look at all this stuff. It must be so cool to be able to move around and work with your hands. That's the one thing I don't love about my job. I spend most of my time behind a desk."


  "Yeah, it's great. Come on. Let me introduce you to Zach."


  Michael was surprised when Cole led him over to a baby-faced young man who was busy swirling icing on top of what looked like giant cinnamon rolls. "Hey, Zach," Cole called out to him, "how's it going?" The tiny kid reminded Michael of a kitten backed into the corner by a Rottweiler. He put the icing down but didn't answer Cole's question and apparently, Cole didn't expect him to because his next words were, "This is my boyfriend, Michael. Michael, this is Zach, a good friend of mine and the man who keeps this place going without me."


  It took Michael a few seconds to stop gawking and find his voice, "Nice to meet you Zach. Thanks for filling in for Cole this week so we could spend some time together. We both really appreciate it." Zach took a step back and just nodded, not looking at Michael.


  Again Cole covered the awkward reaction. "Why don't you have a look around the kitchen while I talk with Zach about what's been going on. I'll take you out front then and let you pick something to eat for breakfast."


  "Sure, but from the smell of this place it's going to cost you more than one something. I'm starving." Michael walked away then, giving Cole some space and privacy to talk business. He wandered around looking at all the tools and equipment, trying to picture Cole in the space creating his art. He couldn't help but sneak glances over toward where Cole and Zach were standing. Standing rather close, he thought.


  Now that Michael's brain had taken him there, he couldn't help but stay on the jealousy train. Cole was talking in a low voice to Zach, who was looking up at him with his wide eyes. Wide, pleading, I love and worship you eyes. Michael seethed. And what the fuck was he doing employing hot, blond twinks anyway? He watched as Zach nodded his head and answered Cole's questions. Was he leaning into Cole?


  Just as Michael was going to storm over to his lover and Mr. Cherub face he saw Cole turn and walk toward where he was standing. Cole detoured and grabbed a white shirt off a hook by the door. He was buttoning it when he reached Michael, waggled his eyebrows and asked, "You ready to taste my sweetmeats?"


  "Well, I don't know, looks like I'm not the only customer you have," Michael hissed at him. Somewhere back, way back, in his brain he knew he was being ridiculous and possessive but he just couldn't help himself. He had to go back to Ohio knowing his boyfriend spent hours and hours every day with an angel. An angel who worshipped the ground he walked on.


  "What?" Cole was clearly perplexed. "What are you talking about?"


  "Nothing. Forget it."


  Of course, that's when Cole caught on to the direction of Michael's glare. "Oh my god," he laughed. "You're jealous. Of Zach! That is so cute."


  "Whatever. I just wasn't aware it was legal to hire fifteen year olds."


  Cole wrapped his arms around Michael's waist and nuzzled his neck. "He's twenty-two, sweetie. He's had a hard life and I helped him out by giving him a job. Turned out it was a great decision because he works hard and is excellent at it. But he's totally not my type. I like big, strong, possessive types with blue eyes and poor taste in movies."


  Michael sighed and wrapped his arms around Cole. "I'm sorry. I just got all worked up at the thought of you spending so much time with a kid who looks like he could model for Calvin Klein while I'm hundreds of miles away. And the kid is clearly in love with you."


  "Look. His mom's a crack addict who couldn't be bothered with feeding him or taking care of any of his very basic needs. His father, probably some trick she turned to score more drugs. He was bullied so badly at school he dropped out. A friend asked me for a favor, and I gave him a job."


  "I'm sorry. I was being stupid. It's just…. I've never had to deal with stuff like this before. You mean a lot to me, Cole."


  "I know, baby. I feel the same way but don't worry. Please. If anything, I'm the first person on this planet who actually gave a shit about him, and he's got a bad case of hero worship. And whether you're hundreds of miles away or standing right here, I'm all yours, and you, my little piggy, are all mine. Got it?"


  "I got it," Michael sighed. "Now, show me these confectionary creations I've been hearing all about before I start gnawing on my own arm."


  Michael's sugary breakfast had been absolutely delicious, but the highlight of his day was watching Cole at work. The cake he made was simply stunning. The customers had chosen a square five-tier cake decorated in an elegant yet masculine black and white damask design. The top tier was covered in small sugar pearls and had their initials written in flowing fanciful black letters.


  Cole put the final touch, a set of dashing grooms dressed in tuxedos, on the top and stood back to admire his work. "You really are a master at this," Michael praised him. He was glad he got to spend the day here. Seeing Cole at work was mesmerizing, and he would cherish the image of Cole dressed in white with passion in his eyes and his soul set free for the rest of his life.


  "Thanks for hanging out here all day. I'm sorry I'm not much of a conversationalist when I get in the zone. Hope it wasn't too boring for you."


  "No way. It's been fun. I got to look through your scrapbook of cakes. I've got to say the superheroes one with the Hulk's fist smashing through the center is my favorite. I always wanted an Aquaman cake growing up. Anyway, I had a blast hanging out, and everyone here has been great. In fact, we're invited to hang out with everyone tomorrow night if you want."


  "Yeah, we could do that. I like showing off my sexy boyfriend. I'm pretty sure they had a bet going on whether or not you were real."


  Michael chuckled. "They did. I heard all about it." Cole finished packing the cake, and everyone else had gone home for the day. "And speaking of sexy boyfriends, do you have any idea what you've been doing to me all day. Your arms are so fucking hot. Every muscle ripples when you're working on a cake." He leaned in and whispered in Cole's ear, "Take me home, Mr. Hamilton. And bring your white shirt."


  Three days later Cole stood in front of his apartment building engulfed in Michael's arms. He used all the strength he had, trying to fuse their bodies together as they hugged good-bye. It was Monday morning, and the casino had sent a car to drive Michael to Atlantic City where he would immerse himself in work for the next two days, making sure everything was perfect for the grand opening, before flying back home to Cincinnati.


  The past week had simply flown right by. Michael pulled back far enough to give Cole one last kiss. They had spent the wee hours of the morning making love one last time. He could still smell Cole's cinnamon and vanilla scent on his skin. "I'll see you in a month. I can't wait to show you my hometown and introduce you to my mom and Ang." He stepped out of Cole's arms and turned to walk to the car. There was no way he could turn and look at Cole again, and not run right back into those arms, so his eyes remained focused on his shoulder when he turned his head to say, "Thanks for everything. I'll text you when I get to Atlantic City."


  Cole stood on the sidewalk in front of his home and watched Michael drive away. For the first time in his life he, felt it. It sat on his chest and squeezed his heart. It stung his eyes and twisted his guts. Loss. Cole felt the loss of having Michael with him, sharing their day to day lives. And that was it. He knew, in that moment, Michael was his one person. He had cut a door in the wall that protected his fragile heart and let him completely inside. There would be no going back.


  ****


  Time of course moved forward as well and even though they were apart and missing each other terribly, Michael couldn't believe he would be picking Cole up at the airport in less than twenty-four hours. He had hoped to have a whole week with Cole, but the bakery was busy making pies and such for the Thanksgiving holiday so he wasn't able to come any sooner.


  He was sitting in the kitchen, snacking on some fresh salsa his mom had made earlier that day. She was in a tizzy baking, chopping and preparing the feast. It reminded him of his first night at Cole's place when he had been in a similar tizzy trying to cook for him. Of course, that had ended with third degree burns inside his mouth.


  "I can't wait to meet the man who put that smile on your face," he heard his mother say.


  Michael's smiled widened. "Me either. He's really great, mom. You'll like him."


  "I already like him. It's obvious he makes you happy but more importantly, he sent that great big box full of desserts, which means I don't have to make any for tomorrow! That was very sweet of him."


  "Wait until you taste them. I won't be the only one in love with him then." Michael's heart came to an abrupt stop. He reached a shaking hand out and grabbed another chip, popping it in his mouth, trying to avoid the elephant he had just dropped into the room. "I'm taking off. I have a few things I wanted to do before tomorrow." Michael jumped out of his seat and made a bee-line for the door.


  "Michael," his mom called.


  No matter how old he was, he still stopped when his mother was speaking to him. "Yeah?"


  "I'm happy for you, sweetie."


  "Thanks, mom." He ducked out the door and headed for his room. All he needed now was for his sister to get wind of this. She would have a wedding planned before the first slice of turkey was eaten.


  Michael managed to avoid his sister and make it out of the house alone to drive to the airport. He had butterflies in his stomach. Somehow admitting his feelings out loud made them all the more real, and he was afraid Cole would see it written all over his face. He would tell him, but he wanted the moment to be right. Somehow a crowded airport on the busiest travel day of the year didn't seem like the right setting.


  The airport was insane. He managed to get to the terminal where Cole would be getting off his plane, but he couldn't find him among the crowd of travelers. He was bordering on panicking when a pair of arms slid around his waist from behind and the sweetest voice in the world said, "Heya, stranger. Looking for someone?"


  "No one important," he teased.


  "Hey, now," Cole pouted, poking him in the ribs.


  Michael turned and hugged him tight. "You know I'm only joking." He grabbed one of Cole's suitcases and started making his way through the crowd. "I'm afraid to ask how your trip went. This place is crazy."


  "Well, it took an extra hour and a half to get checked in and through security. There were three, yes three, screaming kids on the plane, and I had to sit sandwiched between an old lady wearing enough flowery perfume to make my eyes water, and guy the size of a house."


  "Poor, baby. Sounds like a B grade movie."


  "At least there were no snakes."


  "Come on. Let's get you out of here. Although, I can't guarantee my house will be much better. My mom and sister are dying to meet you and probably ask all sorts of annoying questions."


  Cole was afraid of that. He wished Michael had his own place. Not that he didn't want to meet his family, but he felt uncomfortable being the center of attention, and being around families made him nervous. "Yeah, I sort of expected that. Are you sure I shouldn't have booked a hotel room instead? I don't want things to be awkward."


  Michael felt a little hurt Cole didn't want to stay with him. He wanted Cole to be a part of his family, and he wanted him to want that as well. Maybe Cole didn't feel the same way about him and that was the reason he hesitated. "You can go to a hotel if that's what you really want, but it would probably hurt my mom's feelings. She's been cooking and cleaning all week to get ready."


  "No, no. I'm staying with you. I just wanted to make sure everyone is okay with it. Besides, I'm hoping your mom will whip out an album full of embarrassing baby photos and spend the night telling me stories about how you used to pee the bed until you were ten or something."


  "On second thought, a hotel room sounds great."


  Cole didn't learn anything terribly incriminating or blackmail worthy about Michael from his family but thanks to his mother, he now knew Michael didn't pee the bed when he was little, but he did have a penchant for dropping trou outdoors, especially at T-ball practice and neighborhood cookouts. Cole had been laughing so hard he nearly snorted turkey. Spending Thanksgiving with Michael's fun and loving family felt wonderful.


  Michael's mom was everything Cole expected her to be. Even his sister, Angela, was exactly as Cole had pictured her. She was sassy and intelligent and a little more of a wild child than Michael. He'd been prepared to witness things like constant bickering, wet willies and noogies between the siblings. It was the fierce protectiveness she had for Michael that caught him by surprise. He knew he would have to prove himself to her before she completely let down her guard.


  When the grand meal was finished, they all gathered in the living room, to watch the Macy's parade on television. By the time the last float was shown, their stomachs had enough room to squeeze in just a little more. He asked Eli if he would help him with desserts in the kitchen. He had been meaning to talk to him anyway. "Hey, man, I just wanted to say thanks" he told Eli as they walked into the kitchen.


  "For what?"


  "For sending Michael to the beach house that weekend. I know you did it on purpose, and normally I would have been pissed but, well…."


  "You fell in love," Eli finished his sentence.


  "Yeah, man. Yeah, I did."


  "I'm happy for you, Cole. You deserve to be happy."


  For a split second, Cole saw sadness and loneliness reflected in Eli's eyes. "So do you, Eli. I would never have imagined there was someone out there who could fit perfectly into my twisted puzzle of a life, but it's possible. I'll keep my eyes open for you. I owe you one after all."


  "Look at you gettin' all sappy on me! Don't you worry about me, sweetie, just let me be the maid of honor at your wedding and we'll be square."


  "Well there's a long way to go before we get there, but I'll see what I can do."


  After stuffing even more food into their protesting stomachs, they all sat around the table, too lethargic from overindulgence to move just yet. Michael's mom was praising Cole for his culinary talent and thoughtfulness, looking at him like a proud mother-hen. And that's when it hit him. A wave of melancholy swept over him, and he had to fight to keep the feast he'd eaten down as memories from his past regurgitated.


  He was thankful when Michael's mom ordered them into the living room to relax, while she, Angela and Elijah cleaned up. He knew Michael could tell something was wrong from the looks he was getting from him. They plopped down on the couch and Michael threw his arm around his shoulders, trying to pull him closer. Cole abruptly pulled away from him. He couldn't accept the comfort; couldn't allow the intimacy just then. Instead, he ran away. "I'm sorry. I'm not feeling too good. Would you mind if I went to lie down for a bit?"


  "Yeah, sure. Do you need anything?"


  "No, thanks," was the only reply he could give without breaking down right then and there.


  Michael sat on the couch and went over the day with a fine tooth comb. He just couldn't figure out what had went wrong. His mom adored Cole and did everything she could to make him feel comfortable and welcome. His sister was acting a bit strange but not rude. Everyone loved his food. In fact, his mom had been saying how great it would be to have a baker in the family. Suddenly, Michael knew what was wrong. Cole wasn't ready to be included in the future with him.


  He was sitting on the couch pouting when his mother dropped down next to him. "Where'd Cole get off to?"


  "Oh, he said he wasn't feeling too good so he went up to lie down."


  "I imagine today must have been really hard for him. You told me he and his family haven't spoken in years, and I'm sure he misses them, especially on the holidays."


  Michael felt like an ass. Here he was, licking his wounds, when the man he loved may be hurting. "Yeah, maybe you're right."


  "Of course I'm right. I'm your mother." She patted his knee and rose to her feet. "Now, Ang and Eli and I are heading over to your Aunt Carol's house for our annual post-feast poker tournament. We'll be back in a few hours."


  "You want me to come with you?"


  "No. I wouldn't dare expose Cole to your Aunt Carol just yet. Besides, I'm sure you two could use some alone time." Michael almost missed her wink as she turned and walked away.


  ****


  "Hey," Michael knocked on the door of his room, "mind if I come in?"


  Cole was lying curled in a ball, in the center of his bed. "Yeah. Sorry. I was just going to come back down. I don't want them to think I'm being rude."


  "It's okay. They all went to my aunt's house to play cards."


  "Oh, shit, Michael. You should have gotten me. We can still go if you want."


  "It's fine. I always lose anyway." Michael sat down on the edge of the bed, his back to Cole. "Listen, I'm sorry if this was too much, too soon for you. I just thought we were both feeling the same way, and I wanted to spend the holiday with you."


  "No, sweetie." Cole scrambled to his knees next to Michael and grabbed his head between his hands turning it and forcing him to look right at him. "That's not it at all. I do feel the same way about you. I haven't spent a holiday with a family in over eight years, but I wanted to with you. It just brings up a lot of memories and feelings I wasn't prepared to deal with. God. Thanksgiving was the last holiday I had with my family."


  That small admission was like a tiny hole in the dam holding back the torrent of his emotions. Tears began to streak down Cole's face. The dam was about to break, and he just couldn't hold them back any longer today. Besides, he was with Michael. Michael was allowed inside his wall. It was safe to let down his guard and just feel. Let all the hurt and anguish wash over him. He would be there to put the pieces back together after he fell apart.


  Strong arms gathered Cole up and gently lay him back against the pillows. "I'm so sorry Cole. I was being stupid and selfish. I didn't think how hard this must be for you. Please, don't cry, baby."


  Cole flung himself across Michael's chest and sobbed, clinging to him like a child with his teddy bear. When the tide finally ebbed, he felt relieved of all its weight. His voice was calm when he spoke. "You want to know how I spent Christmas, five days after my family found out I was gay? I spent it alone, on a friend's couch, nursing a broken rib, a concussion and lots and lots of bruises. You want to know how I got them?"


  Michael didn't want to know; didn't want to hear the horror he knew had been done to Cole. But he knew Cole needed to tell him, so he found himself running a soothing hand down his back and saying, "I'm here, baby. Tell me what happened."


  Cole took a deep breath and shuddered. "So, I had been home from college for a few days. I was out doing some last minute shopping, and when I came home, my dad says he needs to see me in the garage out back. I'm thinking, 'Oh shit, I failed a final or something', right. When I got to the garage, I noticed my brothers were already there, and I couldn't figure out why they needed to be there if it were my grades I was in trouble for. Next thing I know, I'm lying face down on the cement. My dad had punched me in the back of the head. I rolled over to face him, and he's holding the letter and pictures in his hand. 'Fucking faggot' he says to me. 'You think I wouldn't find out, you filthy cocksucker! I'll show you what happens to pansy-ass faggots in my house.' And then he beat the shit out of me and made my brothers join him."


  Cole's heart was racing so fast he was nearly hyperventilating. He'd never told this story to anyone and reliving it now, for the first time ever, was making his blood pump and adrenaline rush through his system. The words kept tumbling from his mouth.


  "And then I'm lying there, right. Bloody sobbing. I felt so lost and confused. And he says to me 'You're never to speak to any of us again. You're no longer my son. You understand me, faggot? Get up and get out of my house.' This can't be happening I think. This isn't real. What can I do to make this stop? Maybe if I beg. Maybe if I kiss his feet he'll take it back. I tell myself to get up. Get on my knees. Just lean forward and place my lips on his perfectly polished shoe and this could all be over. But I couldn't. I wouldn't do it! I forced myself to get up and walk out of there with my head held high."


  Michael hadn't realized he was holding his breath until it gushed out of him in one big release. He continued running his hand in a soothing pattern over Cole's back, unsure of his voice at that moment.


  Cole raised his head, propping his chin on the divot in Michael's chest. His eyes were red, and cheeks damp, but the relief on his face was obvious. "So," he says, "how's that for a Happy Thanksgiving story?"


  "Jesus Christ, Cole. I don't know what to say. You're so fucking amazing. I'm so proud of you." It might not have been the romantic moment he had been waiting for, but Michael knew he couldn't leave it unsaid any longer. "I love you, Cole."


  "Don't say that just because you feel sorry for me."


  "Cole, I'm in love with you. I don't feel sorry for you. You're the strongest person I know, and I love you."


  Cole actually giggled. "Good. Because I refuse to spend another holiday without the man I love ever again."


  Michael's smile was radiant. "So," he fished, "what you're saying is?"


  "What I'm saying is, I love you, too, asshole. I think I've loved you since the moment I laid eyes on those feet of yours."


  Michael felt like he'd been punched in the gut. "Jesus, Cole, is that why you do it? Why you enjoy feet? Because of what happened with your fucking father? God, Cole, do you think that's how you can make someone love you? He wouldn't have cared if you had done it, if you had kissed his feet, Cole. It wouldn't have changed anything." Michael felt sick with the thought he had let Cole degrade himself in that way.


  "No!" Cole practically yelled. "No, don't you see? That's just it. I couldn't do it for that man, the one who was supposed to love me unconditionally. I couldn't make myself grovel because I was stronger than that. I wasn't ashamed of being gay and I would never allow someone to make me feel that way; make me feel like I had to beg for their approval. I worship your feet because I choose to. Because it makes me happy. They remind me of my strength and courage."


  It took a while for the feelings of guilt and disgust to clear Michael's system. Once again Cole had surprised him with his sheer depth and perception. He looked down into those emerald green eyes and felt swallowed whole. He didn't think he could come up with words adequate enough to convey what he was feeling right then. But he could show him. It was his turn to worship Cole's strength and courage.


  He rolled Cole onto his back and levered himself over him, looking down into those bottomless green eyes. "I love you, Cole." He lowered himself and brought their lips together. He explored every crevice of his mouth with his tongue, kissing and sucking every pucker of his lips.


  Cole groaned. The feel of Michael's heavy weight pressing down on his body and his soft lips worshipping his mouth was absolute heaven. He felt so open, exposed and both emotionally and physically drained from his confession. He just wanted to let go, place everything he was and everything he had, in someone else's hands. And he could. Michael was there, and he knew exactly what Cole needed. "I love you too. So much."


  "I want to love you, Cole. Let me? I'll take care of you. I promise."


  Cole didn't hesitate. He nodded his acceptance. In that moment, they were beyond words. This was about bodies and pleasure and the intimacy only lovers shared. He raised his arms above his head and arched his back, letting Michael know he was submitting himself to him.


  Michael wove his fingers through Cole's hair, gripping it at the roots. He left his mouth to explore his cheeks, his eyelids, his chin. Michael always loved the sensation of stubble against his lips. He rubbed his own rough cheek against Cole's and ran his tongue along the curve of his ear, quickly darting inside, before sucking the lobe and nipping the sensitive flesh.


  He felt Cole shudder beneath him. He could feel his hard cock pressed in the crease of his thigh. There were too many clothes separating them. He wanted pebbled flesh and heated skin. His hands searched for the hem of Cole's shirt and pushed it up, exposing the creamy skin he loved. He drew the shirt over his head but stopped short of taking it off. He gathered the fabric in one hand and drew it tight against Cole's wrists.


  The sight of his lithe elongated body nearly made him come. He placed his tongue flat against the flesh just above the hair of his armpits and ran it all the way to his bound wrists, snaking around the contours of muscles and veins. Wanting to taste every inch of Cole's body he drew down and repeated the action on the other arm. He licked all the way to the tip of every one of his fingers before releasing his wrists and removing his shirt completely.


  "God, you're beautiful," he whispered as he ran his hands down Cole's arms, through the patches of hair underneath and across the planes of his pecs, flicking his nails across each nipple. He sat back on his heels and quickly tore his own shirt off and threw it on the floor before scooting back so he could lave every cell of his sleek stomach with his warm tongue.


  He popped the buttons on his jeans one at a time, kissing the skin that was exposed with each one. Cole arched his hips up to meet him, begging for more. "Don't worry, baby. I've got you," he reassured him. "Patience." When the last button was free, he hooked his fingers in the waistband and pulled them slowly down across his hips, thighs and calves, kissing the trail of exposed skin as he went.


  He knelt at the foot of the bed between Cole's legs and pulled the jeans over Cole's feet, letting them drop to the floor. He remained on his knees, a spiritual calmness washing over him, and let himself surrender everything to the man laid out before him. "I'm yours, Cole. Always." He grabbed Cole's leg by the ankle and stretched it perfectly straight. He brought the soft sole of his foot to his mouth and gently kissed the arch. "And you," he stated with absolute clarity in his voice, "are mine." He brought Coles other foot to his mouth and repeated the kiss.


  "Yours," Cole responded. "Always." He tried to sit up, wanting to touch Michael, trying to show him he felt the same.


  "No. Stay. Let me do this." Michael climbed back on the bed, kneeling between Cole's legs. He hooked his arms around the backs of Cole's thighs and tilted his hips up, positioning him so his most private places were on display. He bent down and wedged his tongue in the slit of Cole's ass, buried his nose under his balls and inhaled, breathing in the thick, musky scent of man. His man.


  He used his lips and tongue to massage the plateau between his ass and balls. Sucking the heavy sack into his mouth, he rolled them with his tongue, tugging with enough force to make Cole squirm, before he released them, and engulfed the head of his cock. He worked the tip, sucking and squeezing the hypersensitive cap with his mouth. His tongue danced around the slit, probing the hole.


  Cole was groaning and writhing on the bed. "Please," he begged. Michael brought him to the edge between pleasure and pain and then relaxed his throat and swallowed his cock whole. "Ah, fuck," Cole screamed as Michael plunged up and down slowly along his shaft. When he let the head of Cole's cock fall completely out of his mouth, and started moving up his body, Cole whimpered.


  "I want to do something for you. Trust me?"


  Cole placed his palm against Michael's cheek. "Yes. I trust you."


  Michael climbed off the bed, grabbing the pillows and a blanket. He spread the blanket on the floor next to the bed and propped the pillows up against the frame. "Come here," he told Cole. "Sit on the blanket and rest back against the pillows." Cole did as he was told, obviously curious as to where this was going.


  Michael reached in the nightstand drawer and grabbed a bottle of lube. He climbed on the bed, sitting along the edge with his legs draped on either side of Cole's shoulders. He bent down over him from behind, lube slicking his palm and grasped Cole's hard cock. He pumped a few times, just enough to coat his length, then straightened up to sit. He draped his knees over Cole's shoulders and brought the soles of his feet together around his glistening cock.


  "Holy fucking shit," Cole gasped. "Michael, this…. No one's ever done this for me, Michael."


  "Shhh. Relax. I want to make you come. I want to fuck you with my feet until you explode all over them." He used the muscles in his calves to hold his feet pressed together, the arches making a tunnel for Cole's dick. His thighs took over from there, raising and lowering his legs, fucking Cole's cock with his feet.


  "Oh, God. Not. Gonna. Last. Long." Cole was panting and rocking his hips. He wrapped his arms around Michael's legs, and helped guide them up and down, his eyes riveted on the sight of his dick disappearing and emerging from between those sexy feet. Michael used all his strength, pressing his feet together harder, applying more and more pressure to Cole's shaft.


  "Fuck. Gonna Come," Cole shouted. He grabbed Michael's feet and shoved them all the way down to the base of his cock. White jets of come burst from his dick spraying the legs and feet wrapped around him. Cole moved Michael's feet up and down once, twice, milking every last drop of come from his shattered body.


  When the shudders stopped and his vision cleared, he turned into Michael's thigh and wept. A gentle hand caressed his head, soothing him. "Thank you for giving me that. It was so beautiful." He placed a kiss on his leg. "I love you so much. I need you so bad. I want you inside me, Michael. Please."


  Michael was shocked. His only goal had been pleasuring Cole. The idea of pursuing his own interests had never even crossed his mind, but now that it was a possibility, he wanted it. Not for the climax but for the completion between them. "Yes. Come here, Cole. I'll give you anything you want. Everything."


  He helped Cole back to the bed, nudging him onto his side so he could lay behind him. He felt closer to him like this, spooned around him, their bodies mirroring one another. He sheathed his length and coated himself with lube before massaging Cole's opening and gently sliding a finger inside.


  He burrowed his other arm beneath Cole's body and reached around to hug him against his chest. He kissed Cole's shoulder and the back of his neck, all the while working his hole with his fingers. When Cole started pushing back against him, he removed his fingers and lifted his leg, parting his thighs and angling him open. Gently, so gently, he entered him, not wanting to hurt him. He had been hurt enough.


  "You feel so good around me, baby. So tight. Thank you for giving me this."


  Cole reached around and palmed the back of Michael's neck. He pulled him forward and twined their lips together before whispering into the dark, "You own my heart now, Michael. Please be gentle with it."


  "I'll keep it right where mine used to be."


  They spent the rest of the night intertwined in body and soul. Each proving to the other just how gentle they could be. They woke the next morning with a renewed sense of commitment between them but neither had known, or been willing to admit, that commitment also meant sacrifice.


  ****


  The next six months were spent with Cole and Michael locked in a dance, hurtling toward the inevitable apex of a final act they both knew was coming, but neither wanted to discuss. They spent New Year's Eve together lying in the sand next to a fire at Eli's beach house. A month and a half later Cole made a surprise trip to Cincinnati for Michael's birthday. The look on Michael's face when he presented him with an Aquaman cake he designed based on his childhood wish was priceless.


  The Easter holiday was spent, once again, in Ohio with Michael's family. Cole had grown to love Michael's mom and Angela as his own, but he was ready for the two of them to be a family and create their own holiday traditions. By the end of April, the push and pull of the dance was beginning to wear on them. Both knew what the steps were, but neither could decide who would lead and who would follow.


  It was May now, and Michael had driven to Jersey to spend a long weekend celebrating Cole's birthday with him. Normally he would have flown, but he needed the time alone to calm his nerves and churning stomach. He was going to ask Cole to move to Cincinnati. He was tired of the dancing hippo in the room. He wanted Cole with him, always, and since he was the one with a family to think about, Cole's moving seemed like the best choice.


  It was Friday night, and the bakery gang had thrown together a small party in Cole's honor at Johnny Utah's, a local western-themed restaurant complete with a mechanical bull. Surprisingly, it had been Zach's suggestion, and as much as Michael still didn't care for the kid, he had to admit it was fun. Even Elijah had driven down from New York to take part in the festivities.


  They ate steaks and drank beer, laughing over stories of Cole and his mishaps. When their food had settled a little they all decided to try their luck at riding the mechanical bull. By the time they were done, their asses all hurt, and not in a good way. "Damn," Eli joked, "watching all those hunks of meat ride that metal bull has me all hot and bothered. I need a sexy cowboy to ride now. At least I'd get an orgasm to go along with my sore ass."


  They all laughed and gingerly walked back to their tables. "I think we could all use a fresh round of drinks after that," Cole announced.


  "I'll grab us all some. You sit here and start opening your presents," Michael ordered.


  "I'll come with you," Eli offered. "Mine's the one with the big pink bow. Don't open it until I get back."


  When they got to the bar and placed their order, Eli turned to him and said, "Okay. Out with it. You've been a nervous-nelly all night. What are you up to?"


  "Nothing," Michael lied. When Eli crossed his arms over his chest and cocked his hip, giving him the stare down, he caved. "All right. I've got a very special gift for Cole, and I'm nervous about what he'll say."


  "Oh my God. You're asking him to marry you?"


  "No. Well, not quite. I'm asking him to open a new bakery. In Cincinnati. And move in with me."


  "Oh."


  'What do you mean 'oh'?"


  "Well, have you guys talked about this? Is that what he wants to do?"


  "No. We haven't. That's the problem. We both keep avoiding it, but the long distance thing isn't working any more. I love him, and I want to be with him every day. I just figured I have my mom and sister and the business, and he just has the bakery, which he was talking about opening another one somewhere, anyway."


  "Okay. Well, have you thought about the idea that the bakery is his family? These people obviously mean a lot to hime and vice versa. Plus, you know what he went through just to establish Sweetmeats and make it on his own." Michael looked at Eli like he had just kicked his puppy. "Look, I'm not saying it's not a good option, I'm just saying you have to talk to him about it. I don't think putting him on the spot to make such a big decision is a great idea. Take your gift home and give it to him in private."


  "Yeah," Michael sighed. "I guess you're right. I think I know he's not going to love the idea, and that's why I wanted to do it with witnesses. Thanks, Eli. You should write an advice column for gay relationships."


  "You ever notice how most of those people are perpetually single? No thanks. I'm still holding out hope."


  Michael grabbed their drinks from the counter and turned to head back to their table. "Well, I did notice Zach looking your way quite a bit. And I didn't think he had eyes for anyone but Cole."


  Eli laughed. "Yeah, right. That kid looks like he'd go running if I said as much as hi to him. Besides, I'm still hoping to find me a big, burly cowboy tonight."


  The ride home was quiet. Michael had driven so Cole could drink and enjoy his party. He pulled into the visitor's spot in the garage at Cole's building and shut off the engine. Cole turned to face him, eyes glazed a little. "Thanks," he said, "that was fun. It's been the best birthday I've ever had."


  "You're welcome. I had a blast too. And watching you ride that bull was more of a gift for me than you."


  "Mmmm. You interested in being ridden, cowboy?"


  "Now that's definitely a gift for me."


  "Well, help me get all these presents upstairs, and I'll let you unwrap yours."


  They dropped all the packages on the dining room table. Cole held up one of the many new t-shirts he'd gotten. "I don't know how they manage to find ones I don't already have, but every year I get new ones." This one had a whisk on it with the words "Everybody needs a good whipping once in a while" printed across the front. "Speaking of presents. You never gave me yours."


  Oh, shit. Michael had been hoping Cole wouldn't remember. After talking with Eli, he wasn't sure about the whole thing, but he knew he didn't want to continue on the way they were. Taking a deep breath, he dug his unopened gift from the pile. "Here. I just thought it'd be better to give it to you in private."


  "Oooh. I like the sound of that." He took the gift and shook it.


  Michael felt like throwing up as he watched him tear the paper open, leaving him holding a black leather binder. "What's this," Cole asked. Michael's throat was suddenly dry. He had to swallow several times but managed to croak out, "Open it."


  Cole flipped back the cover. His eyes widened and his mouth gaped open. "Holy shit. You've designed my logo for me? This is amazing! Those graphics are so cool! Like anime style or something." He threw himself into Michael's arms and squeezed him hard. "It's perfect. I love it."


  Michael clung to Cole, irrationally fearing it could be the last time he ever got to do so. "Wait. There's more. Keep going."


  "There's more? You are the best boyfriend ever."


  He flipped the first page and sat staring at the next, his forehead crinkled in confusion. Watching the realization and disappointment dawn across Cole's face was the most horrible thing Michael had ever seen.


  "What is this?" Cole asked, knowing full well what Michael was asking.


  "I put together a portfolio of available sites in Cincinnati for a new bakery. I can't keep doing this, Cole. I want us to be together. You said you were thinking about opening another bakery somewhere and I just thought you could do it in Ohio and we could maybe buy a house together."


  "What about you?" Cole snapped. "You said you wanted to open another office too. Why not in Jersey?" Hearing the acidic tone of his own voice and seeing Michael wince put a damper on the anger that flared to life inside him at the mere thought of giving up everything he'd worked for. "Sorry," he said a bit more calmly. "I was just shocked I guess." He sucked in a deep breath and let it out on a sigh. "Although it's not like we didn't both know this was coming. I'm glad, I suppose that you finally brought it up."


  "I'm sorry too. I didn't mean to spring it on you. I've just been thinking about it a lot, and I miss you so much when we're apart."


  "Yeah, I miss you like crazy when you're not here. So, I guess we need to talk about this."


  "Yeah, we do."


  "Well, let's get ready for bed, and we can snuggle. If I'm not going to be screaming 'yee haw, cowboy' in our bed tonight, at least we can both be comfortable while we talk."


  They stripped down to their boxer briefs and brushed their teeth together, both feeling mellow and drained. They were going to talk about their future together, and although it meant major changes for them both, regardless of where they ended up, it was also a step toward settling the uncertainty that'd been plaguing them both.


  Cole slipped beneath the covers and rolled to face Michael. They both lay with one arm bent under their pillows, cheeks propped at an angle. Their free hands searched beneath the blanket for each other, fingers meeting and intertwining together. Michael ran his foot along Cole's ankle and calf before settling with his legs curled back, his knees touching Cole's.


  "So," Cole started, "you think I should move to Ohio with you. I have to be honest and say I don't like the idea, but I want to know why you think it's the best choice for both of us."


  "Well, I kept going over and over everything in my head and the one thing I kept coming back to was my family. And they're as much your family as mine now too. They love you nearly as much as I do. Anyway, my family has always been extremely important to me, and now that my dad's gone, I feel like they depend on me."


  "You know I love them too, but they'll always be our family no matter where we live. I just…. I want us to be a family, you and me. I want to live the life that makes us happiest. I know how much you love Philadelphia and the beach. And we have great friends here. I feel like you hold yourself back in Ohio, like it's the other way around and you're the one who depends on your family as a safety blanket or an excuse not to put yourself out there."


  Michael tried really hard not to get defensive and angry at Cole's accusations, especially since a big part of him knew he was right. If he had loved Cole any less, he would never have been able to say to him, "I can see your point. I've always been so close to them, and when my dad died, it was just so sudden. I never told you this, but I didn't leave the house for three weeks afterward. I was terrified something would happen to my mom or my sister, and I wouldn't be there. I don't want to go through that again, Cole."


  "I know, baby. I know. But you can't put your life on hold out of fear. We can't control what happens, but we can spend every day living life to its fullest. I know your dad would be proud of you, and he'd want you to be happy."


  "Ugh. You sound like my mom. She keeps asking me what I'm waiting for."


  "What are you waiting for, Michael?"


  "I don't know, Cole. I really don't. Will you wait for me to figure it out?"


  Cole reached out to Michael and pulled him close, resting his head on his shoulder. "Yeah. I'll wait," he whispered. "I love you."


  ****


  "Who the hell thought it was a good idea to move in the middle of July," Cole whined as he dropped the last box in the bedroom. Strong, sweaty arms wrapped around his waist and a heavy chest pressed against his damp back.


  "Well, we could have waited for cooler weather, but I was under the impression you were in a hurry to have your super-hot boyfriend all to yourself."


  Cole covered Michael's arms with his own and leaned his head back against his shoulder. "True. I do have a super-hot boyfriend."


  "I don't know. Mine's pretty hot too."


  "Literally. How about we take a nice, cool shower and order some Chinese. We have the whole week to work on unpacking this stuff."


  "Sounds like a plan to me. You call and order the food while I get cleaned up." Michael grabbed a change of clothes and headed toward the bathroom. He laid the clean clothes next to the sink and went to turn around to start the water. His eyes caught the sight of his toothbrush standing in the holder next to Cole's. A warm smile crossed his face as he thought to himself, This is it. I'm home.


  He let the cool water fall over him as he stood there and remembered the moment it had hit him. He was driving home after Cole's birthday when he passed the sign announcing he had crossed into Ohio. Thank god, he thought, I can't wait to get back to mom's house. He nearly drove off the highway when he realized what he had just done. It wasn't his house anymore. It was his mom's. He'd left his heart, his home, behind him in New Jersey.


  He pulled off at the next rest stop and called Cole. "You were wrong," he told Cole. "It wasn't fear holding me back. It was hope. I've been hoping all my life to find what my parents had. Their love made it home. I love you, Cole. You're my home. I'm moving to Jersey."


  It'd taken him nearly two months to organize his company, find a rental office in Philadelphia, and pack his things, but he was finally here. "What are you thinking about?" Cole asked as he stepped into the shower. "You look like you're concentrating."


  "Just thinking about the past year. It was exactly a year ago today, you know, that I met this sexy, funny guy on the beach, wearing a pair of Jaws swimming trunks. And now I'm living with him in his—our—home."


  "Yeah. Had I known I was going to meet the man of my dreams that day, I would have went with my Speedo."


  "I wouldn't have liked you nearly as much. Now let's get out of here so you can feed me. I'm starving."


  They ate their take out sitting at the breakfast bar in their underwear. Just because they could. When their stomachs finally were full, after the hard day's work, they moved to the couch and lay there, drowsy and sated. Michael lay with his head on the opposite end of the couch, his legs placed on opposite sides of Cole's while Cole's foot rested on his left shoulder. "I really would have missed this couch if you had moved to Ohio."


  "Me too. I like being able to lie like this with you. I've got a perfect view of your gorgeous feet, and there's plenty of room to play. Now get rid of that underwear 'cause I've got plans for your first night home."


  Michael planted his feet on the couch and lifted his hips, sliding his briefs down. He threw them on the floor and settled back onto the couch. He reached up and grabbed the waistband of Cole's briefs and tugged it down. "You too," he said. He pulled Cole's foot to his mouth and placed a kiss on the sole. "I fully plan on taking advantage of your weakened state."


  "In a minute. I've been waiting to do this for a very long time." He grabbed Michael's foot and straightened his leg so it lay straight up across his stomach and chest, placing his foot right in front of his mouth. He sucked each and every toe between his lips as he repeated the rhyme. "This little Piggy moved to Jersey. And this little piggy stayed home. This little piggy ate cupcakes. And this little piggy had none. And this little piggy lived happily ever after."


  THE END


  Author bio: Gina Rogers is a married mother of one sassy little girl and a sweet cuddly little man. An avid reader of all things romance, she's always wanted to try her hand at writing. This is the first story she's ever tried to bring out of the chaotic mess in her head and put down on paper. You can friend Gina Rogers on Goodreads


  ****


  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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