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  Introduction


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


  What Is Love Is Always Write?


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


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


  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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  He would give anything to go back to the start of the day and do things differently but there's no way to do that. Or is there?


  ~ Susan
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  TIME ENOUGH


  by Kiernan Kelly


  PROLOGUE


  It isn't Nate.


  Ben clung to the thought like a lifeline, desperately wanting to believe it. The hope, however tenuous, that it was not Nate who'd fallen victim to the sounds of shrieking brakes, screaming metal, and shattering glass outside on the rain-slicked streets, was all that kept him upright, kept him breathing as he raced to the front door and flung it open, rushing out into the wet night.


  Not Nate.


  Not this time.


  Ben's heart shattered all over again when he reached the still form and saw that it was Nate lying there, broken, sprawled on the pavement; a castoff rag doll dressed in scuffed black leather, with no helmet, no movement, no hope.


  It was always Nate.


  How many times had Ben put himself through this torture? Fifty? A hundred? More? He didn't really know the answer. He'd lost count after the first few dozen trips back, always arriving just in time to hear the horrible sounds of the crash outside the window. He couldn't stop coming though, couldn't stop trying, couldn't stop hoping no matter what the personal cost to him, no matter how much it hurt. He wouldn't stop, not until he got it right. He owed that much to Nate.


  After all, it was his fault Nate was dead.


  Ben fell to his knees at the curb, uncaring of the shards of glass shredding his jeans, cutting his knees, reopening previous wounds. He gently pushed a hank of dark hair out of Nate's open, unseeing eyes. He tried not to notice the smear of blood his fingers left behind on Nate's forehead, or the crimson pool spreading beneath Nate's head.


  "Nate? Baby, can you hear me?" He didn't expect an answer. The eyes staring up at him, the electric blue ones he loved so much, were dull and empty. Nate wasn't there anymore. A broken shell was all that remained.


  Although he would've sworn he had none left to shed, his eyes welled with tears. He choked them back and struggled to his feet. Sirens screamed in the distance, getting closer. He needed to leave the scene before the rescue unit or police arrived. If he didn't he'd only be detained answering questions that would help no one, as he had during the first dozen or so jumps. In the beginning, seeing Nate lying battered on the pavement had been too shocking; Ben couldn't force himself to leave, and since he'd harbored a fragile hope back then that the rescue team would revive Nate, he'd waited for them to arrive. He'd answered their questions, all the time watching their frantic efforts to resuscitate Nate, only to have his heart broken again when it became clear Nate was beyond all help. After a half dozen repetitions, he learned to leave before the ambulance arrived.


  He turned away, unmindful of the tears that finally escaped his control. "Next time, Nate. I swear it. Next time, I'll save you."


  Pressing the button on the remote, he returned to the present, the one where Nate was already a year dead, to try again. His mind, however, was trapped in the past, remembering his life, however brief, with Nate.


  CHAPTER 1


  Dressed in sleek, form-fitting, black leather pants, a t-shirt stretched tightly across his broad chest and shoulders, his feet clad in motorcycle boots, and a helmet tucked under his arm, the dark-haired man standing in the doorway was quite simply sex-on-a-stick.


  Ben blinked repeatedly, almost surprised the man didn't vanish, a mere optical illusion caused by sleep deprivation and stress. After all, Ben had been putting in eighty-plus-hour weeks in the lab for the past couple of months, and a schedule like that was bound to take its toll. Hallucinating hot men was not outside the realm of possibility.


  The man didn't disappear, though, no matter how vigorously Ben blinked. He remained where he was, his shoulders nearly spanning the width of the doorway, a god clad in leather and cotton blend.


  "Are you having a seizure? Should I call somebody?" His voice was as sexy as the rest of him, deep and smooth, like audible velvet. One sleek eyebrow arched at a cocky angle.


  The words, however, cut through Ben's fugue, making him acutely aware that, not only had he been compulsively blinking as if his eyes were strobe lights, but there was a distinct possibility he may have been drooling as well. "Uh, no. Sorry. Long hours." He jabbed a finger at the monitor. "Complex algorithm kicking my ass."


  Complex algorithm kicking my ass? Oh, God. Now he knows I'm a dork.


  He glanced down at himself.


  As if the lab coat and pocket protector didn't give it away first. He swallowed a sigh. "Can I help you?"


  The man grinned, showing a mouthful of straight, bright white teeth. He pulled a piece of crumpled paper from the pocket of his pants, and waved it in Ben's direction. How he managed to squeeze a piece of paper into the body-hugging leather was an exercise in physics Ben could happily explore for hours.


  Honestly though, looking at the man's smile was like staring at the surface of the sun. Rather than risk blindness, Ben blinked again and concentrated instead on the paper the man was holding out.


  "I'm Dr. Nathan Garrerra. I'm looking for Dr. Benjamin Hall and the Theoretical Physics Lab."


  Shock brought Ben's gaze up to meet Garrerra's eyes again. He suddenly noticed they were blue, the exact same shade as a Bunsen burner flame, in fact. Bright blue. Electric blue. They practically crackled. God. "You're Dr. Garrerra? From the Creed Institute?"


  "Guilty as charged."


  Ben felt the blood in his head drain to his feet. He forcibly cleared his throat, fearing his voice might jump up a few octaves into fanboy range. In the world of theoretical physics, Dr. Nathan Garrerra was a rock star.


  Garrerra was one of the foremost theoretical physicists of the century. Although he was only thirty-two, the scientific community was already bandying his name about as a possible Nobel Prize candidate for his work in quantum mechanics.


  He could practically write his own ticket anywhere, at any one of a number of universities or private corporations, and maintained a state-of-the-art lab at the prestigious Creed Institute. What was someone like Garrerra doing slumming in Ben's bare-boned theoretical physics lab?


  "Uh, I'm Dr. Hall. Ben. Me. Um, yeah." He cleared his throat again and stuck his hand out to shake, hoping Garrerra didn't notice how his fingers trembled.


  Garrerra's grip was strong and warm. "A pleasure to meet you."


  Was that a slight emphasis on the word, "pleasure" Ben heard? Was Garrerra's smile a bit sly, perhaps infused with innuendo?


  God, I have to get out of the lab more often. I'm suffering from delusions now. "What brings you to my lab, Dr. Garrerra?"


  "It's Nate. I don't hold much with titles." Garrerra switched the helmet from under one arm to the other, cocked his hip, and leaned against the doorframe.


  No, I guess you don't need to, not when the only thing sexier than that body you're rocking is your big, beautiful brain. It isn't fair to the rest of us shmucks. Nobody who looks that good should be that smart. "Okay...Nate. I'm Ben. Why are you here?"


  Nate laughed, a rich and hearty sound, making Ben blush and realize he sounded like a kindergartener protecting his sandbox. "Don't worry, Ben. I'm not here to take over. I read your paper in Theoretical Physics Journal and Review."


  "I'm not worried." It was a bald lie. Of course, Ben couldn't help but be a little worried. The leading man in his field doesn't show up at your door just because he was in the neighborhood and decided to drop by. Then the rest of Nate's statement sunk in, and Ben's eyes widened. "You read my paper? Really?"


  Oh, man, did his voice actually squeak? Get hold of yourself, Hall. You sound like you have a middle school crush. Dr. Garrerra, you're so dreamy! Will you go to prom with me? Giggle, giggle. So what if he read your paper? That doesn't mean he's not going to kick your ass to the curb and declare your lab his new kingdom. Suddenly, a new, even more horrifying thought occurred to him. Oh, God. Maybe he's here to discredit my work. I'll lose my job. I'll be the laughing stock of the scientific community. I'll have to move back into my parents' house and go work at Uncle Rooney's used car lot!


  "Yeah, I did read it. I thought it was brilliant. It's the reason I flew out here. I wanted to meet with you and pick your brain about a few things."


  So much for sinister ulterior motives. Ben was afraid he was going to come in his pants, right here, right now. It was like Shakespeare telling a high school student the kid's book report was quality literature. He stared at Nate gape-jawed until Nate slipped a finger under his chin and gently urged his mouth closed. After a moment more of stunned silence, Ben remembered how to speak. "Uh, oh, okay. Sure. Anything you need."


  "Good. How about we start with some lunch? I missed breakfast in order to make my flight this morning, and I'm starving."


  "Lunch?"


  "Yeah, you know... food, usually eaten at midday? There's chewing involved. It's a process necessary for life support. Sound familiar?"


  Ben would be damned if Nate's eyes didn't actually sparkle when he was amused.


  Genetics were so not fair.


  "Uh, sure. We can go to the cafeteria. They have tater tots today."


  Tater tots? Did he really just suggest that he and one of the world's foremost theoretical physicists consume lumps of deep fried, preformed potato?


  Yes. Yes, he did.


  He looked away, feeling heat creeping up his neck into his cheeks. He would never live this down. Never.


  "Cool. I'm a big fan of the tots." Nate's smile lit the room, cutting through Ben's embarrassment like a lighthouse beacon through fog.


  It was at that moment, when Nate grinned at him despite everything geeky Ben had done and said, making him feel as if he wasn't the biggest dork on the planet and might just be worthy of the company of giants, that Ben thought he might have fallen in love with Nate, just a little.


  Returning Nate's smile with one of his own— his first, actually, since Nate's arrival at his doorway— Ben powered down his computer and led the way out of the lab.


  CHAPTER 2


  As it turned out, Nate did take over Ben's lab, just not in the way Ben initially feared. What began as a harmless luncheon conversation quickly deepened into a serious discussion of time relativity, in particular Ben's work in special relativistic time dilation, which is the elapsed time between events as measured by two or more different observers. The theory holds that the time can pass differently, yet equally accurately, for each observer. Nate believed the theory might hold the key to the possibility— theoretically, of course— of time travel.


  Ben came to realize Nate did not plan to take Ben's job, but instead was genuinely interested in his research, quick to provide insights and offer suggestions, and was funny, generous, and sincere, he began to see past Nate's outward appearance to the man beneath the beauty. Incredulously, he found that he liked Nate. Oh, he still lusted after Nate, that hadn't changed an iota, but he thoroughly enjoyed being in Nate's company even with all their clothes on. One luncheon became two, then three, then an everyday occurrence when Nate indefinitely extended his trip. He found himself relaxing with Nate, looking forward to their meetings and oft times heated discussions.


  One morning Ben unlocked the office door only to find Nate already inside, sound asleep, his head resting on the desktop. Ben's three computers were all up and running some sort of data programs, columns of numbers streaming vertically across the screens. Complex equations covered the two large dry erase boards as well.


  Frowning, Ben's gaze flicked over the numbers, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. He absently tapped Nate's shoulder. "Nate? Nate, wake up. What are you doing here?"


  "Huh? Oh, is it morning already? I must've fallen asleep." Nate sat up, rubbing his face. His black hair stood up in messy spikes, badly in need of a combing.


  "How did you get in here? What is all this?"


  Nate waved his hand toward the computers and dry erase boards. "I had an idea, and couldn't sleep, so I figured I'd come here to work it out."


  "I can see that, but how did you get in here?"


  "I picked the lock."


  "You...picked... That's breaking and entering! You could go to jail, Nate."


  Nate cocked his head. "Sorry. You plan on having me arrested?"


  "Well, no, but I should! What if somebody saw you? I could lose my job." Ben shook his head. "Please tell me you understand what you did wrong here. You broke into my office! That's illegal." He glanced at the equations on the dry erase boards. "What are you working on that couldn't wait until I came in today? This looks like...no, it can't be. Nate, you're wasting your time and talent. We've been through this. It's impossible."


  Nate jumped up, suddenly animated. "But that's just it— it isn't impossible! I figured it out last night. I told you your work held the key to the solution, and I was right! Look, let me explain..."


  Ben's frown deepened as Nate walked him through the equations, trying to concentrate and follow what Nate was telling him. To his shock, it actually made sense, once Nate explained it. His heart began thumping, excitement surging through his veins. "Nate, do you realize that if you're right, if your calculations are correct, you're looking at the Nobel Prize? This could be the greatest discovery of the century! Hell, of any century!"


  Nate was grinning, bouncing on his toes, his eyes bright with excitement. "Not me...us! We're looking at the Nobel Prize. I would never have thought of it without your work on special relativistic time dilation. It was the key piece of the puzzle I was missing."


  Without warning, Ben found himself with Nate's strong arms surrounding him, pulled into a crushing embrace. Soft and supple lips mashed his own in a hungry kiss. The bristles on Nate's unshaven cheeks scratched Ben's skin, sending shivers down his spine. When Nate's tongue swiped his lower lip, Ben opened his mouth, eagerly accepting it. The kiss went on and on with neither of them seeming to breathe; it was as if time stopped when their lips met.


  Ben wrapped his arms around Nate's waist, sliding his hands lower to cup Nate's firm backside. Between them, their cocks filled and pushed against the fabric of their pants as if straining to meet flesh-to-flesh. He rocked his hips forward, already aching for more friction.


  A moan escaped him and he fumbled for Nate's belt buckle. At the moment, he found he couldn't care less about the science, the project, or the discovery of the century. All he could think about was getting Nate's cock out of those pants and into his mouth.


  Nate's dick was rapidly stiffening, and burning hot against Ben's palm. He lowered himself to his knees and glanced up at Nate. Nate's eyes were closed, and his plump lower lip was caught between his teeth. The look of anticipation on Nate's face was almost as sweet as the cock waiting for Ben to taste it.


  Ben's tongue licked a drop of bitter salt from the tip of Nate's prick before taking it into his mouth. As he sucked, he fought a clumsy, one-handed struggle with his own fly, finally freeing his erection.


  Nate's fingers twisted in his hair, and his hips pumped, helping feed Ben his length. "Fuck, that's good. Like that. Just like that. Suck me, baby."


  Ben happily complied, sucking noisily as his hand brought himself closer to the edge. Suddenly, Nate pulled away from him. He closed his eyes as Nate painted his face with hot, white streaks of come. It took only another heartbeat or two for him to bring himself off, spurting onto the lab floor.


  Breathless, he sat back on his haunches, actually shaking from the power of his orgasm and the knowledge that he'd just given Nate a blow job. Had he actually just sucked off one of the greatest minds of the twenty-first century. Yes, he had, and the thought somehow made their encounter even hotter. He couldn't help himself, looking up at Nate with a satisfied grin stretching his cheeks.


  "Wow. Well, that was...unexpected. Good, but unexpected. Great, but unexpected." Nate returned Ben's smile with one of his own. "I hope you'll allow me to return the favor sometime soon."


  "Any time. Believe me, it was all my pleasure." Ben didn't know what thrilled him more— that Nate had enjoyed his mouth, or that Nate hinted at a repeat performance. Either way, the encounter made his day.


  Screw that, he thought. It made my decade.


  The next few minutes were spent silently cleaning up the mess they'd made of each other and the floor. Then Nate yawned, his jaws cracking with the effort. "I'm going to head back to my hotel and get some decent shut eye. You wore out what few neurons I still had firing in my brain." He grabbed his jacket, but paused at the door, looking back at Ben. "Oh, I really am sorry about breaking into your office. I didn't mean to step on your toes."


  Ben laughed and waved him off. "Go. Don't worry about it. After that, you can step on any part of me you want."


  ****


  Ben remained in his office long after Nate went back to his hotel. He worked and reworked the figures, but no matter what he did, he couldn't dispute Nate's findings. His rational mind insisted that it should be impossible, ludicrous; the very idea of it was abso-fucking-lutely insane, but nonetheless, he couldn't contest the cold hard data. It was there in the numbers, as big as life and completely irrefutable.


  Nate had proven, in theory at least, that with materials available for purchase at any hardware store and a powerful enough computer, time travel was possible.


  CHAPTER 3


  Rain hammered the dining room windows like a million tiny fists. Inside Ben's apartment, the atmosphere was nearly as electrically charged as the storming sky. They were rehashing the same argument they'd had on numerous other occasions over the past six months, and quite frankly, Ben was getting sick of it.


  "Look, Ben, all I'm saying is that, to paraphrase Ian Malcolm in Jurassic Park, just because we can doesn't mean we should. We haven't done enough research, crunched enough numbers. There may be something we've missed, something vital that we're just not seeing yet."


  Ben banged his fist on the table, making his cutlery and wineglass jump. Outside, thunder crashed as if nature were adding an exclamation point to his argument. "Goddamn it, Nate! I do not want to have this conversation yet again. We've come too far to second-guess ourselves now. Besides, your argument is moot. The mice came through just fine."


  "Mice are not people, Ben! We're not ready to progress to human trials. Not even close. There are protocols we need to follow for a reason. To ignore them is to risk catastrophe. We're tampering with the very fabric of time, and we have no ideas of the possible consequences! The ramifications of acting irresponsibly could be devastating! For all we know, we could alter history, or destroy the environment."


  Ben made a rude noise deep in his throat. "Please. I've read Ray Bradbury, too. Do you really think the truth of time travel will mirror a sixty-year old work of fiction? That if we disrupt or damage something in the past it could result in earth-shattering paradoxes in the present? We don't even know if we can affect the past. We may be merely ghosts there."


  "It's one of the theories, but that's just it, Ben. We don't know for sure. This is virgin territory, and until we do know, until we thoroughly understand what we're playing at, we must proceed with extreme caution. We can't afford to act irresponsibly, like some kid doing a cannonball at a crowded town pool. We need to enter one toe at a time, making as few waves as possible."


  "I disagree. Now is the time for action. The longer we wait, the greater the risk someone else will discover the formula for time travel and beat us to it. You know we're not the only ones working on this. If someone stumbled across the same theories we did, they may not be as altruistic as you are. They'll jump on it, rush to publish and claim the credit, the Nobel, and the money, and we'll be sitting here with our thumbs up our asses wishing we'd had the balls to do it first."


  When Nate shook his head, Ben sighed and stood up. He walked over and knelt down, taking Nate's hands in his own. He looked down a moment, trying to draw on every ounce of persuasion he possessed. He had to change Nate's mind. He couldn't wouldn't— let it go on this way. Nate wanted to sell out, and he couldn't allow it. He wanted to run the human trials. He wanted himself and Nate to be the first to experience the wonder of time travel, not some overpaid corporate lab monkey. "Nate, this research is your life's work, your legacy to the world. It's our legacy. We've gone as far as lab work and computer simulations will take us. We've experimented successfully with the mice. It's time to take the next step."


  To Ben's chagrin, Nate pulled his hands away. "No, Ben. It's too dangerous. We can't risk it. We can't prove we've sent the mice back in time. We may have just sent them into an alternate dimension of some kind. No, I've decided. We're going to sign the contract with ProScience. They have the financial backing, the personnel, and the equipment necessary to conduct safe field tests. Their people can help take our work to the next level."


  "And take the credit for discovery at the same time! They'll get the fame and fortune, and we'll end up as nothing more than footnotes in history."


  "It's too dangerous, Ben! Now, I've made my decision, and that's final!"


  Ben scowled and stood up, grinding his molars in frustration. "Final? You've made the decision? I don't even get a say in this?"


  "Well, it was my research that led to the breakthrough--"


  "Without my work in special relativistic time dilation, you never would've connected the dots to arrive at your conclusion!" Ben's voice rose in volume, matching his swelling temper. "I have just as much claim to the project as you do, and I vote not to sign with ProScience. What's more, if you dare try to sign away our rights, I'll retain an attorney and sue your ass."


  Nate's electric blue eyes sparked with outrage. "You'd sue me? I thought you cared about me!"


  Ben crossed his arms, returning Nate's stare with a steady one of his own. "I do care about you. I care so much I'm trying to keep you from making the biggest fucking mistake of your life."


  "I don't believe what I'm hearing! I thought I had you figured out enough to trust you, but you're a stranger right now, Ben. I don't think I know you at all." Nate stood up and threw his napkin down on the table. "Listen up. I'm shutting the project down as of right now. I refuse to do any more experiments, or further research. Without me, you can't proceed. Our work will die, but at least I'll know you won't kill yourself or someone else by trying to time jump prematurely."


  Ben's fury finally bubbled over. Before he knew what he was doing, he reached out and gave Nate a hard shove.


  Nate stumbled, hitting his rear against the table, grabbing the edge to steady himself. The jolt knocked over a wine glass, red liquid spreading across the white tablecloth like a bloodstain. His expression was stricken. "Are you fucking crazy? That's it. You've lost your mind. I'm out of here."


  Ben realized what he'd done. He'd never before resorted to violence, and was instantly, deeply ashamed of himself. He tried to stop Nate, to apologize, but Nate refused to listen. Not that Ben blamed him. His actions were unconscionable. He grabbed Nate's sleeve. "Please, Nate, wait! I'm sorry! I was being a dick. Please, Nate, don't go."


  Nate yanked his arm away. "Leave me alone, Ben. I'm sick of arguing with you. You won't listen to reason, and now this? No more. It's over." He stalked to the door, shrugging into his leather jacket. "Do me a favor and lose my phone number, okay? We're done."


  The door slammed open, rain sweeping inside, wetting the floor. Then it closed with a solid bang. Nate was gone.


  Ben stood stock still in the living room, staring at the door. How had it come to this? He'd lost his temper like some schoolyard bully trying to force another kid to give up lunch money. Now he'd lost Nate, possibly for good, from the sound of things.


  In that moment Ben realized something so profound, that it nearly brought him to his knees. He loved Nate.


  And now, through Ben's own greed and stupidity, Nate was lost to him.


  It was his fault, all of it. He'd ruined everything. How could he have been so stupid? He turned away from the door, feeling as if his entire world had tilted on its axis. As he walked slowly through the living room toward the bedroom, something black and gleaming caught his eye. It took a second for him to realize what it was.


  Nate's helmet lay on the sofa where Nate had tossed it when he first arrived. In his angry rush out the door, he'd forgotten it.


  Suddenly, Ben heard the unnerving screech of brakes squealing from outside. His blood ran cold as he spun on his heel and hurried back toward the door, terrified of what he'd find on the other side.


  Everything happened in slow motion after that. He pulled the door open and ran out into the rain swept night. In the street in front of his building, there was a pickup truck, raindrops glittering like diamonds in its headlights. On the street, a motorcycle, or what was left of it, was lying on its side. A body lay crumpled near the curb.


  As he approached the street, his heart began to pound, fear icing his belly. When he saw Nate's face, the blood drained from his head and he nearly passed out. He fell to his knees, heartache like none he'd ever felt before ripping through him.


  "Nate? Nate, baby? Can you hear me?"


  Nate's unseeing eyes gave him his answer. Nate was gone.


  "Oh, God, no! Nate, not you, you can't be dead. No, baby. No!" Raindrops camouflaged his tears, but did nothing to ease the pain. How could this be? It wasn't possible. They'd just been inside five minutes ago. They'd been arguing.


  Arguing. He'd made Nate angry, angry enough to leave. It was his fault Nate was dead!


  "Oh, God, I'm so sorry, Nate! Please wake up. I promise not to argue with you anymore. Please don't be dead!"


  Sirens wailed, and the street lit up with flashing red and blue lights. Within moments, paramedics were forcibly pulling him away from Nate. He stood nearby, watching helplessly as they tried in vain to bring Nate back.


  The paramedics loaded Nate's body into the ambulance, but he knew from their expressions that it was hopeless. They were only going through the motions until they got to the hospital and a doctor officially declared Nate dead.


  A policeman patted his shoulder. "Friend of yours? Man, I'm sorry." He sighed and shook his head. "Accidents like this happen all the time, and there's nothing you can do about it. No helmet. Damn shame."


  A thought suddenly occurred to him, and his eyes widened. The cop was wrong. Accidents happened, yes, but there was something he could do about it. In fact, he was the only person in the world who could do something. He could change things.


  Using their research, he could stop the accident from ever happening in the first place. Ignoring the officer, he turned and ran back into the house to get his keys.


  He needed to get to the lab.


  CHAPTER 4


  As Ben's fingers flew over the keyboard, his brow furrowed in concentration, his mind racing several steps ahead of the keystrokes. Empty, cardboard coffee cups littered his desk, along with a few fast food wrappers. "It must be an error in the special relativistic time dilation calculations. That explains why I keep going back to a few seconds before the crash, instead of a few hours or even minutes earlier." He spun his chair around and faced the dry erase board behind him, his gaze flicking across the complicated equation written on it. "But where's the error? I've checked and rechecked the data a thousand times!" His frown deepened as he concentrated, his lips pressed together in a thin, white line. "Come on, think. It has to be there!"


  His gaze darted from number to number, his nimble mind ratifying each set of numbers. He finally paused, his persistence rewarded by spotting an anomaly he'd missed before. His lips softened into a sheepish smile.


  "Wait...there it is!" He grabbed a marker, rubbed out a number with the side of his fist, and wrote a different one in its place. "I can't believe I missed it! Nate would kick my ass for being so obtuse. There, that should do it." Spinning again, his fingers attacked the keyboard once more. He entered the final string of number, then jumped up from his chair and ran to the other side of the room. He picked up a universal remote control they'd rewired and souped up with a powerful nano-processor for the experiments, and entered a string of numbers onto the keypad.


  He heard the now-familiar buzzing sound, and the hair on his arms and the nape of his neck stood on end. Blue sparks crackled in the air around him just before he disappeared.


  ****


  Ben blinked. He was back, inside his past self. He shook off the strong, uncomfortable sense of déjà vu, taking stock of the situation.


  Nate was standing in front of Ben, looking angry. Then he turned and stalked toward the front door, reaching to grab his black leather jacket from the coat rack. "Do me a favor and lose my phone number, okay? We're done."


  He'd done it! He was back in time to stop the accident from happening. "Nate! Wait!" He raced across the living room and threw himself at Nate, catching Nate low around the hips. His momentum carried them both to the floor.


  "Are you fucking nuts? First you push me, and now you attack me?" Nate struggled to push Ben off him. "I ought to file assault charges on you!"


  "Listen to me, Nate! I did it! I came back in time. I had to save your life!"


  "What are you fucking talking about? Have you gone completely mad?"


  "I swear it's true! You left without your helmet, Nate. See? It's over there, on the sofa. You died tonight, Nate. It took me an entire year to figure out how to get back here in time to save you!"


  "I died? What kind of bullshit are you throwing here, Ben?" Nate thrashed, and slammed his fist against Ben's back.


  Ben hung on for all he was worth, ignoring the pain. There was no way he was going to let Nate go. "It isn't bullshit. Listen to me, please! I can prove it. The rain is making the roads slick. In about thirty seconds, a pickup truck is going to go into a skid right outside the front door. It's going to hit your bike. If I'd let you walk out the door, you would've been on it."


  Nate opened his mouth but before he could reply, the squeal of brakes reached their ears, followed by the sound of crunching metal. He stared for a moment at Ben, disbelief flashing in his eyes. Then he pulled away, stood up, and opened the door.


  Outside, a man was climbing out of a pickup truck, shaking his head at the crumpled motorcycle he'd hit, and probably thanking God no one had been riding it.


  "Oh, my God. How did you know...?" He gasped. "You did it! You really did it." Nate turned back toward Ben, his eyes wide with wonder. "You went back in time! Do you realize what you've done?" An excited grin suddenly split his face, and he laughed. "You were right, Ben. You went back, and nothing bad happened! Think of what this could mean for the world. I can't believe I was so worried I almost ditched the entire experiment."


  Ben frowned and grabbed Nate's arm, pulling him back inside the house. He shut the door behind them. "No, no! I was wrong, Nate. You were right to be worried. It's impossible to go back without changing things."


  "What do you mean? As long as we're careful—"


  Ben sighed with both relief and a touch of bitterness. "No. The laws of physics still apply. Two objects can't occupy the same space. When I came back, I entered my past self's consciousness. I altered my perception of reality, Nate. I changed me, and I lost a part of me when it happened. My memories have huge, gaping holes in them. For example, I know I spent an entire year working on our research, trying to fix the flaw that kept me from coming back in time to save you, trying over and over again, making trip after trip back, but it's all a blur now. Even worse, the memory of my life before our argument is like a dream I can only half-remember. Going back in time did something to my brain. I'm afraid the paradox of my future self and past self sharing the same space may have caused some damage to my hippocampus."


  "The part of your brain that controls memory? How?"


  "I'm not sure. All I know is that while I remember bits and pieces of what happened in the future, I don't remember much of anything that happened before our argument. Everything leading up to it, nearly my entire life history is fragmented and fuzzy. My childhood, adolescence, high school, college...it's all hazy. I can't remember my parent's faces, or what my old bedroom looked like. I remember what I learned. I know facts and figures, and I can still do the math necessary for our work, but I can't remember when or where I learned how to do it."


  He watched Nate's face pale. "What about us? Do you remember us?"


  His smile was wistful. "I know I love you, enough to have risked everything to go back and save you, but I can't remember how we met, or how we became a couple."


  He saw tears in Nate's eyes as Nate pulled him in close. "I love you, too. Don't worry, Ben. I'll figure out a way to get your memories back. I swear it."


  "Just promise me one thing, Nate. As of now, our time-travel project is over. We bury our findings. It's too dangerous to publish. I only hope to God nobody else figures out how to do it."


  Nate nodded. "I promise. Now, I need to get back to the lab and get started trying to get your memory back. We'll begin by drawing blood, and I'll need to do a complete medical workup on you. Then I'll—"


  "No. The only thing you're going to do right now is take me to bed. He smiled and quickly placed his hand over Nate's mouth, squelching any protest. "There's time enough for work later. Right now, we only have enough time to love each other."


  When they kissed, once again, time stopped.


  THE END
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  I didn't want kids. But my ex was ten years older, ready to start a family. To keep a classy guy like him happy with tattooed me I gave sperm and we got a surrogate. When I saw my son I was in love... I thought he was, too. Six months later he says Archer is a mistake, kicking us out. Now that it is just the two of us can I find true love?


  ~ Juliana
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  TO KEEP A SMILE


  by Valentina Heart


  "What the hell is wrong with you?" Zach yelled at Austin, keeping the two step distance between them.


  "I'm just not cut out for this. I'm sorry." Austin gave him that puppy dog look, but Zach was too pissed to even notice.


  "Are you kidding me? You're the one who wanted this! You said you were ready for a family!" Zach couldn't even be bothered to lower his voice, his heart aching as Archer screamed on the blanket covered floor surrounded by his toys, not liking his parents shouting.


  "I'm sorry. I'm just gonna leave. I thought I could do this, but he's screaming all the time. I can't sleep; I go to work tired and then fall asleep at my desk. I can't, Zach. I'm sorry." Austin bowed his head in remorse, but fat lot of good that did to Zach.


  "What are you talking about? He cries when he's hungry or in pain. Any other time he's the closest you can get to an angel." Zach couldn't contain his shock nor subdue his fear, "I can't raise him on my own. I have to work to pay the rent. You know the savings are gone." His chest was aching from anxiety. He cared for Austin, even though he couldn't quite find those feelings at that particular moment, but what Austin was doing bordered on criminal.


  "I'm sorry. I would help, but I'll have to find a new place and that's not cheap."


  "Again, are you fucking kidding me?" Zach shouted and Archer screamed, out voicing both men.


  "You'll manage. You love him and your friends will surely help." Zach just stared at him in disbelief, intensely enough that Austin took a retreating step.


  "I'm gonna go now. I'll pick up my things some other time," Austin said as he rushed toward the door, leaving Zach to pick up the pieces and make sure neither he nor Archer starved.


  He walked to the boy, dropping to his knees and picking him up from the blanket. "Shh, baby, it's gonna be okay. We'll figure it. It's just you and me now, Archer, just you and me." He rocked the child in his arms, smelling the soft baby scent and holding his tears away. He would cry when Archer was asleep, no sense in upsetting the little one. No sense at all.


  ****


  It was one of those mornings when everything seemed to be slightly off. Zach overslept, not by a lot but enough. With his son to take care of, getting ready for work was always an interesting but very time consuming feat.


  Archer was still sleeping as Zach stumbled into his room, pulling up his jeans and stepping barefoot onto the softest carpet he'd managed to find when they still had some money, when there were still two providers in the picture. Zach shook his head, dispelling those thoughts. He'd learned months ago that he just didn't have time for unproductive realizations.


  One of the things he hated the most was waking Archer up, but no matter how peaceful and amazing his son looked asleep they were already out of time and if he dragged it out he would be late to work, yet again.


  Touching him gently, because he was still sometimes afraid he would hurt his child when he saw his big hands against Archer's small body, or his rough, tattooed skin against the softness of a baby's, Zach roused him up.


  Archer whined softly, hiccupping himself into a cry and Zach lifted him up, pulling him against his body and shushing him earnestly. "Hush, little baby, it's just morning," he cradled his son's head, rubbing at the soft black hair. Archer looked so much like him it made Zach's heart swell at times, pushing the point forward of why exactly it was so worth it, why he couldn't make himself regret having Archer, not even for a moment.


  "We're gonna go see your uncles. Yes, they'll take care of you until daddy is free. And then we're gonna read a story," Zach went to put his hands together and make a sign for a book before he caught himself and kept them securely around his baby.


  He'd read hundreds of books and articles, the contradictions making his head pound, and even after doing all he was able to do to be a good parent, he felt inadequate.


  "Mike and G love having you around, just like I do," he mumbled as Archer calmed down, pushing his knuckles into his mouth, drooling.


  Zach put him on the changing table, still way too frightened that Archer might roll off it, even though Zach was able to change a diaper even in his sleep. But it was one of those mornings, when Archer seemed to be particularly unhappy and spiteful, and when changing the dirty diaper only meant that Archer was naked long enough to direct that little tool of his, that was sure to break hearts in the future, toward Zach and piss all over his clothes.


  He giggled, that little fist still in his mouth as he grinned around it, and despite wanting to be angry and curse the extra work, Zach giggled with him. He never could resist Archer's smile.


  "Come on you little prankster, let's get you changed. You'll have to eat with your uncles."


  Zach dressed Archer in the tiny blue outfit, liking the color despite not knowing the exact names of each piece of clothing. He'd found out early on that he would be one of those fathers who would forever gesture to the sales women about what exactly he meant when he said shirt or pantyhose – they always seemed to call it differently, listing names that entered Zach's one ear, only to promptly exit through the other.


  "You'll have to play for a bit, Archer. Daddy needs to change." Zach put him on the thick blanket filled with soft toys and left the bathroom door open as he pulled off his soiled clothes and rubbed down with a wet towel. There was no time for a shower and he knew Archer would get cranky soon enough since it always frustrated him that his muscles weren't strong enough yet to lift him and hold him as he pleased.


  Finally ready, Archer in his arms, the baby smell surrounding him, and a gray baby bag he'd learned to always carry with him in hand. He'd wanted a black one, since it was his preferred color, but the best he'd found was gray with big pink letters sewn on the front. Another tripping stone for a single dad.


  He looked at his motorcycle and bicycle longingly, then walked to the crap car he'd bought when Austin burned the tires driving off fast from the two of them with his. He had the baby seat, and followed all the precautions necessary for the safety of his son, but he hated cars and he especially had a beef with this one. As soon as Archer was old enough he would be riding with him on the bicycle. He'd even thought about getting one of those trailers, but it would have put Archer too far out of reach and he didn't have enough confidence in the thing to entrust it with the safety of his child. But Archer would be riding with him soon and Zach just knew the little one would love it.


  Archer talked with himself during the short ride to Zach's best friend's house, pulling at his toes and trying to lift his foot all the way to his mouth. Zach always smiled when he was around his son, but that didn't make every other situation when they were apart, the same.


  It was Gabriel who opened the door, serious until he noticed Archer in Zach's arms. Then he grinned, carrying the expression Zach only ever saw on his twin brother, Michael. "Baby boy!" he exclaimed, making Archer almost jump out of Zach's arms into his. Zach's son outstretched his arms and pushed as far from his body as he could to get closer to Gabriel.


  "You're one of his favorite people. Strange considering you're the man moms warn their daughters about when they should be worried about their sons."


  Gabriel smirked at Zach, taking Archer and lifting him high above his head. "Your daddy is delusional. Isn't that so, baby boy? Delusional!" He emphasized the word, making Archer giggle. "You know I'm adorable and the best uncle in the world," he said proudly.


  "I beg to differ," Michael said coming from the back, "no one beats my charm." And blinded Zach with his grin.


  Of course, as soon as Archer heard him, his hands were outstretched again and he demanded attention with his high pitched sounds.


  "You little traitor, you." Gabriel hugged him once again before passing him to Michael.


  With his head in Archer's belly, tickling him until he screamed and squirmed, Michael displayed the perfect image of the man all their friends adored.


  "I have to go, I'm gonna be late." Zach said, passing his bag to Gabriel.


  "Wait a minute, I have to talk to you for a bit." Michael said, giving Archer, who was happy either way, back to Gabriel.


  "Can't this wait?"


  "No."


  "Fine, but make it quick. G, could you please feed him? I overslept and didn't have time to do it."


  "Sure. Me and the little guy are gonna make such a mess. Uncle Michael loves to clean." Zach saw Michael move to slap G's ass, but stopped himself before he could connect, "You're gonna pay for that later," he said instead.


  They walked to the living room, Zach dropping down on the couch, bracing himself for another lecture.


  "You can't do this anymore, it's killing you," Michael said as he stared Zach down.


  "Well what else am I supposed to do? It's not like I have a partner to pitch in with the rent or take care of Archer for a few hours. I can't leave him alone the whole day. I'm a fucking father," Zach snapped back, his gaze never wavering. He was short on patience and Michael wasn't saying anything Zach didn't already know.


  "I know that. We're always here if you need help. But you can't just keep working and taking care of Archer. You need to live. I know it's hard and you don't feel like it, but if you're miserable Archer will be too." Michael persisted and Zach put his head between his palms and sighed.


  "I know, but I don't remember what dating is anymore. Wouldn't even know where to start. Besides, I feel guilty leaving Archer with others, after Austin left I'm all he has, and he's all I have, Michael."


  "I know, my friend. We'll work it out. The kid loves us. G and I will take care of him when you need to do your thing."


  "I also worry. It's fine now, while he's just a baby, but I can't be dancing at the club when he starts school, it's irresponsible.


  "Zach, that's a job. No matter what anyone tells you, you are a great parent and as long as it's legal it doesn't matter what you do to support your flesh and blood. Besides, he's not even a year old, you have more than enough time before he starts school. We'll worry about it then."


  "Yeah, you're right. But I can't help it but worry. I have nightmares about something happening to me and Archer being all alone. It's like post-pregnancy terror only I'm not a woman."


  Michael smiled at me. "It's normal, you worry. And God knows Austin didn't help any. But Gabriel and I will take care of everything if something happens to you. You know that."


  "Yeah, I do," Zach stood, giving Michael a hug, "I'm late, I gotta go."


  "Take it easy."


  Zach smiled at him, but there was no feeling behind it. He was wary and tired. He needed another spark in his life besides his child or he was going to burn out.


  ****


  A bell jingled as Zach pushed open the large doors to Adam's, a tattoo parlor where he worked in the mornings. There were already a few people waiting in the seating area around the front counter and the buzz of tattoo guns signaled the day had already began.


  "Hi Jill, busy day?" Zach walked to the receptionist, nodding at the people waiting.


  "Yeah. You have a scheduled industrial, bridge and double nipple. Those are already here. Two walk-in. One for a consultation and one for a nose stud," Jill said, flipping through her notes.


  "Cool. Scheduled first, then consultation and leave the nose stud for last. I have a full schedule today, right?"


  "As always, honey. You're a popular needle man." She smiled showing off her venom piercing, the tongue kind, not that her lips were ring-free. Their Jill was the best advertisement a parlor could want, and most of her piercings and tattoos had been done at Adam's.


  Zach smiled at her, "The walk-in?"


  "The two flipping through the photos." She pointed to the left where a young woman and a man sat on one of the upholstered benches pushed against the salon wall.


  Walking over there, Zach thrust out his hand and introduced himself, giving them a timeline for their appointments and suggested they take a walk since it was better than sitting and waiting for over an hour.


  Then he walked over to those waiting for their appointments, greeted Jack, who was a regular, and took the girl who wanted the industrial to the back with him.


  "Hey, Zach," Adam greeted him as he walked past his working station, the closest one to his piercing area.


  "Busy today?" Zach asked, showing the girl where she could sit.


  The parlor was essentially a big open space, but the working area was separated from the reception section by a big wooden counter and open shelves riddled with pieces of art and no longer used equipment.


  Stations however, did have the option of being closed off by ceiling high, thick curtains, depending on the wishes of the clients. Zach's station was the last one and was more a room than simply a table with working space. Instead of a curtain it was closed off by a wall with a window in the middle of it and had a set of double doors which stayed open unless they had a big project or an extensive modification.


  The window was used for easier communication but had a pull out cover if the client wanted privacy.


  "It's a rush as always. I have a friend coming later. A rock star wanting his first tattoo." Adam smirked at what seemed like a private joke.


  "Someone I know?" Zach asked almost absentmindedly as he prepared his working surface and took out the disinfecting supplies.


  "'Guessing Game,'" he said, "I don't know if you even listen to music anymore, but they've been around for a few years. Hit it big last spring."


  "Never heard of them," but the girl in his seat obviously had because her eyes got big and glazed.


  "You know who they are?" Zach asked, and she nodded quickly, gripping at her seat.


  Adam laughed on the other side of the window, working on the shoulder tattoo. "Noah is an attention whore. Everyone who's bothered to turn on the TV in the past year has heard of him."


  "Yeah, well, I'm not one of those people," Zach said and sat down on his chair, pulling up closer to the girl and appraising her ear.


  "You'll meet him today," Adam said with a much more subdued tone.


  "I bet you would like to stay here until he comes?" Zach grinned at the girl patiently sitting there while Zach measured the bars she'd picked out with Jill.


  "Yes!" It was more a squeak than an answer and she blushed, forcing an honest grin out of Zach.


  The procedure was standard considering how many of them he'd done over the years. Zach talked her through it, made sure she really wanted it and disinfected everything twice just to make sure. This was something he always did since the first piercing he'd had done got infected. There wasn't a better learning curve than personal experience.


  As soon as Zach started working, time started slipping by him. After the girl came another, then a guy, and after that he just lost count. He wasn't fast when it came to the job, since he tried to give everyone the time they deserved and the best focus an artist could give them, but by the time noon rolled over quite a few people had passed over his chair and only the sudden commotion at the front of the parlor made him look up from the cute little belly button and through the uncovered window. The curtains were drawn on a couple of stations, enough to block his view so Zach turned back to the job at hand.


  "Noah!" He heard Adam scream but Zach was a professional and managed to finish and clean the piercing before looking back up again and noticing the exchange of handshakes and hugs with the tall man standing in the middle of Adam's employees.


  Suddenly the girl in his chair screamed and Zach turned back to her, fear gripping his insides. He had moved all the sharp objects from her vicinity. But the girl wasn't looking at him, she was staring through the window, red in the face and fanning herself.


  It seemed so ridiculous in that particular moment that Zach lost it.


  He laughed all the way down from his belly like he hadn't done in months and even though he knew the girl was embarrassed and people were starting to look, he just couldn't stop. Through his laugh he reached for the aftercare pamphlet and somehow gasped out to the now grinning girl to talk to Jill up the front. Jill always repeated the care instructions after the artist was done with the client.


  The girl stopped once she reached the crowd and thrust the pamphlet to the man in the middle who procured a pen from what seemed like thin air and signed an autograph. Oh, well, at least that meant she would keep the pamphlet at hand.


  As the man grinned, giving the girl her autograph he looked up and suddenly held Zach's gaze.


  Saying lightning struck would be excessive, but Zach couldn't look away and his laughter was a thing of the past. He was close to smitten as those make-up covered eyes intensified past a simple gaze and twisted something in Zach's gut that he'd thought was long dead.


  His belly butterflies had lost their wings somewhere along the way, but as he shared that single moment in time with a complete stranger, he felt them stir and attempt that one last wingless flight.


  "Hey Zach!" Adam yelled, knocking him out of his daydream, "This is Noah, come meet him."


  So Zach did. He removed the one glove that was still on his hand, throwing it in the trash and composed himself enough to cross the distance to the tall stranger.


  And the motherfucker was tall. Zach gulped, the curse word tasting strange on his tongue as he swallowed it back. He'd forgotten what it meant to curse, he was a father now. He needed to get a better handle on himself and screw his lust dazed head back on.


  "Hi. I'm Zach, nice to meet you," he held out his hand as he croaked, his throat suddenly dry.


  People had somehow moved out of the way, leaving all this empty space between him and Noah and Zach was terrified. It wasn't natural to have the ground just slip from under his feet because he saw a good looking man. And boy was he good looking, tall and dark with a wide face and spell-casting green eyes. He wore more make up than some girls Zach knew but he also carried it way better, and when he smiled Zach all but whimpered.


  "Noah, and the pleasure is all mine, sweetcheeks."


  Zach blushed crimson, pulling his hand out of that electrifying grip and stepping away. "Hope you're happy with the tattoo, it was nice meeting you," he said and just about ran back to his work place, pushing his head closer to the desk so that he could ignore the sight of the gorgeous rock star on the other side of the window.


  "Don't know what's up with him today, sorry," Adam said as he sat Noah down. Zach could hear them but hoped they would move to another topic, just as he'd hoped his cock would have enough courtesy to deflate before another client came Zach's way.


  "Nothing to worry about, I'm sure he's just busy. How have you been you old dog? I haven't seen you in ages. I figured the only way to get to you was to set up an appointment where you could stick your tools in me." Adam laughed, but Zach only blushed more despite not being a part of the conversation. He had very different tools in mind and that sweet voice did just about everything but help.


  "So you decided on the biggest tattoo you could find?" Adam joked.


  "Sure, if it means you would work on it longer." Zach could hear the smile in Noah's voice without seeing him and shivered.


  "Okay, well, off with your shirt, I have the stencil we agreed on."


  Zach peeked through the window without even thinking about it. He looked on as Noah's shirt slipped off his body, revealing inch by inch of skin. Freckled skin. God, so many freckles. Zach bit his lip and after casting a gaze around for any clients he might have missed, he pressed the edge of his palm against the base of his cock, easing the stiffness while fighting not to lose it right then and there.


  Noah had a wide back with perfectly outlined muscles, and as Zach's gaze slipped lower he couldn't look away from those two dips in the flesh just above Noah's pants. That is until it slipped lower and Zach was blinded by the sinful sight of an ass encased in leather. It hugged those cheeks, and Zach bet it felt smooth against Noah's skin, against his bare skin. Bare skin of his ass. Zach groaned almost painfully.


  Then Jill cleared her voice, obviously amused, and introduced Zach to his next customer.


  ****


  Zach had cooled down by the time he'd picked Archer up from Michael and G. His baby was still sleepy, but happy enough, as he cuddled against Zach's neck. He missed his daddy just as much as Zach missed his son, and it was only luck that allowed him to leave the little one so often. With everyone but his uncles as of late, Archer wailed and cried when it came time for Zach to leave for work. He didn't want to part with his father and it all but broke Zach's heart to see his child cry so inconsolably.


  As they walked into their apartment, Archer started chatting. His rumbling and gurgling little sounds were comforting when there was no one to greet them at home but silence.


  "Are you happy to be home, Archer?" Zach asked as he dropped the bag on the chair and sat down on the couch, propping his child on his knees.


  Archer leaned forward, gripping Zach's T-shirt with his little hands and smiling through a scream.


  "Do you want to eat something?" Brought his hand to his mouth and tapped twice.


  Archer laughed again and brought his own hand to his little mouth.


  "Yeah, you're hungry, aren't you?" Zach picked him up again, kissing his cheek and giving him a finger to wrap his little fist around.


  Zach made a bottle with Archer in his arms, who was trying to reach and grab everything around him despite having a pacifier in his mouth. It took skill to maneuver around without the baby knocking anything down and still stay focused on actually preparing food.


  Archer was a good baby. Other than fussing when his teeth first started giving him pains and being upset when Zach and Austin used to argue, he seemed always happy and chatty.


  Zach didn't understand his little words, but loved listening to the gurgles as if Archer told stories of knights and dragons. He might have been as far as Zach knew. Archer was certainly animated enough for that.


  With the bottle done and Archer's eyes already slowly closing, Zach skipped the solid food again and changed his half sleeping baby before taking them both to the bedroom for a nap.


  ****


  He spent the afternoon playing with Archer, reading him stories, driving soft cars around him and watching over him as he gripped the edge of the couch in his attempts to stand – something that freaked Zach out, because babies weren't supposed to do that so early. Archer defied rules, which was apparently something more active children liked to do, and he bounced up and down on his little feet making G joke how he was preparing for the pole, training his hips just like his dad. Michael had smacked the back of his brother's head of course, but Zach was glad every time someone mentioned Archer acting or looking like him. Even when that comparison referred to strip dancing.


  It was past eight in the evening when Carole came over and Archer was already nodding, getting ready to fall asleep. But he knew what Carole meant by then and suddenly he was wide awake, reaching for Zach with something close to panic in his eyes.


  Archer knew that once Carole came over it was time for Zach to leave and while he was alright with that just a month ago, lately it seemed to be more than he could handle.


  "Come to daddy, son," Zach said as he picked him up, feeling the little hands holding him tight.


  "Daddy is going to get dressed now," he told him, heading toward the bedroom and motioning for Carole to follow.


  It was embarrassing at first to let her stay in his room as he changed, but considering his line of work, it quickly became more important to have Archer's cheeks free of tears for at least a couple of minutes more.


  So he handed Archer to Carole, "Daddy is right here. Say hi to Carole, Archer." And while Archer hated the situation he actually liked Carole, and pressed his little face against her neck in hello as he watched Zach change with his sleepy eyes.


  Zach pulled on some casual clothes and packed a part of his costume that had needed to be cleaned before leaning over Archer and kissing his cheek, imprinting his baby scent into memory, to help him get through the night.


  He heard Archer crying as he closed the door of the apartment behind him, but there was no helping it. At night he danced in a friend's strip club to pay the bills. He loved dancing, loved the club, and he certainly appreciated the cash but it didn't seem like a respectable job for someone with a child and while he worked part time as he did in the tattoo parlor, it still took him away from Archer for a longer time than he was comfortable with.


  Shutting the blinds on those thoughts, Zach fastened his carry-on to the back of his bike and turned on the engine. It was time to shake some hips.


  ****


  One thing that was different from that day when he'd met Adam's friend were the dreams. Nightmares still visited him on occasion, but what haunted him more were the flashes of naked flesh, visions of that naughty smirk and he knew the wetness of his sheets each morning had a direct link to the freckles of a certain man. It was embarrassing to say the least, but Zach still dreamt, almost every night, and he woke up covered in sweat and come, breathing as if he'd spent the whole night running and blushing as if Noah could have seen him so debauched in his own room.


  It was maddening and it distracted him for half of each morning. Enough so that even Gabriel asked if he was alright a couple of months after the dreams had first started.


  Zach was late for work again and was just leaving Archer with the twins. "Of course I'm alright. Why wouldn't I be?"


  "You seem distracted. Something is bugging you, but I'm not gonna pry. I'll tell Michael to do it." G grinned and Zach rolled his eyes, knowing G would do just that and Michael wouldn't let go. He never did once he sank his teeth into something.


  "Fine. I still have to go," Zach said as he turned and rushed back to his car.


  The parlor was busy once he arrived there and Jill was at his throat straight away. "You're late! And Adam isn't here. He said he'd call you and ask you to cover the shop until he gets here. I moved most of his appointments but you have to talk to the others." She gestured with her hands as she talked.


  "I forgot my phone…" Jill interrupted him, "And you have puke on your shoulder. You must change." Zach blushed and stretched his shirt to see. She was right, of course.


  "Go in the back. I'll send you your first client. Only Noah is here for Adam. He said he wanted you to do a piercing for him, but asked if he could watch first." Jill was pushing Zach toward the back when he froze at her words and turned around. "What?"


  "Adam needs to finish Noah's tattoo, and since Noah doesn't have much time right now he came early to do a piercing as well. He requested you. Can we go now?" Jill was exasperated and he could understand that, but that didn't mean his feet were able to move.


  "Why me?"


  She rolled her eyes. "Because you're one of the best and he prefers to bring business to Adam's rather than some other parlor. So do a good job and get your head out of your ass. You can't work if you're this distracted."


  Zach shook his head and moved after Jill, too numb to process the situation as it deserved.


  At his working station sat a young man animatedly chatting with Noah who had no qualms about taking Zach's chair to situate his delectable ass. A shiver ran down Zach's body.


  "Oh, you're here!" Noah said, standing up and moving toward Zach like some force of nature.


  Zach couldn't move and as Noah hugged him, wrapping those big arms of his around Zach, he couldn't even trigger his breathing reflex.


  "You too," he uttered and by sheer luck extracted himself from Noah's grip before his erection killed his career. The last thing he needed to do was molest the rock star clients.


  "This here is David and he wants his nipple pierced, just like me." Noah stepped away then mock whispered, "He doesn't like my music," to Zach.


  "You're just too pop for me," David said, "I like my music with a bit of anger and more guitar."


  "Zach, tell him 'Guessing Game' rocks." Noah's lips turned in a half pout which should have been weird on such a tall and manly guy, but looked almost adorable.


  Zach shook his head again, steering away from flashes of his dreams that threatened to fill his head. "Never heard of Guessing Game." He moved toward his working desk and started pulling out his supplies.


  "Are you kidding me?" Noah raised his voice while David chuckled.


  "No. Never heard of your band, or of you for that matter. Before Adam introduced us, of course." Zach managed to keep his cool. On the outside at least - he was melting inside. The guy smelled amazing.


  "Talk about underappreciated," he mumbled and David laughed again.


  "I hope it hurts." Now Noah did actually pout and Zach turned to look, mesmerized by those full and wet lips.


  "Likewise," David said with a grin and Noah smiled back saying, "I like you."


  "Hope you mean in the most platonic way. Married over here." David wiggled his fingers showing off his wedding band.


  "Yeah, sure. In a platonic way." If that wicked expression on Noah's face was anything to go by David had plenty of reason to doubt the guy.


  "Okay," Zach tried very hard not to stare at the way those black jeans hugged Noah's thick thighs or how the black T-shirt pressed against his chest. Even the leather jacket made him want to sniff, rub himself against all that 'pretty'. What Zach needed to do was get laid.


  He almost slapped himself to get a grip, but instead pushed the metal box on his desk hard, making it grate loudly against the surface.


  "Can I please have the seat?" he asked Noah who had taken his place on Zach's chair again.


  "Of course, whatever the artist wants." Noah stood up quickly and pushed the chair Zach's way.


  "Thanks. You can sit over there or stand if you want to watch and David is alright with it." Zach turned to David, "You are okay with it, right?"


  David nodded, "Sure. My girl is gonna come when she hears Noah from the Guessing Game watched my nipple get pierced. I bet she'll get her satisfaction from the nearest victim." His grin was infectious and all three laughed.


  "Right. Let's get to work," Zach said and went through all the pre-piercing chatter he liked to do in case the client had second thoughts later on. He cleaned the area, marked the spot, and got to work. The guy was a sport about it, not uttering a sound as Zach took hold of the nipple with a forceps, actually looking as the needle went through flesh.


  Noah leaned forward, watching the whole thing and breathed roughly over Zach's shoulder, making him harder than he already was. Zach ignored it as much as he could, but he knew that whole situation was something that was sure to feed his wet dreams.


  Following the needle with a ring, he quickly replaced it and cleaned the area once again. He was done.


  "That looks great man, thanks. She's gonna love it."


  "Happy to help," Zach said doing his best to focus on the client and ignore Noah, who was still way too close to him.


  Noah stayed surprisingly quiet as Zach talked about after care and directed David to Jill for some supplies and fliers. So it was Zach who eventually said, "Your turn."


  Noah got rid of his jacket while Zach cleaned his space, put on another pair of gloves and took out clean supplies. What he certainly wasn't prepared for was a waist-up naked Noah dropping down on the chair in front of him, in his whole freckled glory.


  "Holy mother of God!" It just slipped out. Quiet but enough for Noah to grin as widely as he could and for his hand to casually pass over his belly.


  "Is this going to be a problem?" Noah asked, with all his seductive power, and fucking shit they were super powers, working in overload.


  "No. It's not going to be a problem," Zach said and hurried on with his work, ignoring the intense looks Noah kept giving him, trying not to see all that expanse of gorgeous skin and definitely not focusing on the bulge in Noah's pants as he pushed the needle through the flesh and as Noah moaned so deeply it was all Zach could do not to shiver with lust, clicking his teeth shut to bite back a moan of his own.


  It was completely and utterly unprofessional, something that hadn't happened to Zach since he'd done some of his first piercings. The anger at himself diffused the arousal buzzing through his body, and Zach rushed through the rest of the mandatory chatter, really not in the mood for the way Noah kept trying to catch his gaze or the way he felt deep inside. The way he'd forbidden himself to ever feel again.


  "May I stay here through your next appointment? Adam is still not here." Noah eventually asked, politely, with not even a trace of his seduction, and Zach couldn't say anything but yes.


  He was focused all through the corset piercing of the next client, Mary, who was a regular girl just fame-struck enough to let Noah watch, but that didn't mean Zach wasn't aware of the gaze on the back of his neck or the warmth of Noah's body each time the man stood too close.


  "They come out in a few hours, right?" Noah asked.


  "Yeah. It's just for the photo shoot. Plus I'm sort of a piercing junky." The girl's voice was muffled as she lay on her stomach.


  "Does it scar?"


  "Not at all. This is probably my seventh corset, right Zach? Do you see any scars?"


  Zach hummed in agreement while Noah exclaimed, "You're my inspiration, doll."


  Mary blushed, the heat spreading all the way to the back of her neck, but Noah didn't pay any attention, "Can you schedule an appointment for me as well, Zach? I'll bring a photographer and we can do a few shots for the album."


  Zach had to blink away the image of Naked Noah spread out on his table, "Sure. Just settle everything with Jill and Adam. They know my schedule better than I do."


  "Thanks, sweetcheeks." Zach looked at Noah's black nail polish as the guy gripped the edge of the working table, leaning in to have a better look.


  "Be warned, Zach will want to remove them as well. He doesn't do permanent on the first go and especially not to a piercing newbie. He doesn't trust us to not keep the piercings after the shoot."


  "Oh I don't have any issues with having his hands on me twice." Noah shared a grin with Mary, but Zach was at a loss with words.


  "I hear ya," Mary quipped and Zach figured that must have been how Noah felt when on a stage.


  Then a phone rang and suddenly the playful Noah was gone only to be replaced with a businessman. In a flurry of words and motion he said his goodbyes and left Zach stunned, leaning over Mary. It was one of those days when nothing made much sense.


  Dancing that night around a pole, having both men and women tuck bills into his thong seemed more difficult than ever. He missed his son and kept thinking about Noah. What would a self-assured and larger-than-life guy see in a stripper? Zach flashed his tattoos, seduced with his gaze but failed to give the crowd even a whisper of a smile. Those he was still only able to give to Archer.


  ****


  "I'm sorry Zach, we won't be able to look after Archer this morning. Gabriel was working earlier and broke a glass. I have to take him to the hospital. Even the bar will be closed until I find someone to jump in. Sorry, man. I gotta go, he's bleeding all over the car." Zach listened to the message Michael had left on his cell at something like dawn.


  "Fucking shit! What am I supposed to do now?" Zach jumped out of bed and started dialing while pacing down the length of his room.


  "Hi, Carole. Sorry to wake you up this early. But could you possibly take Archer this morning? My morning babysitters can't make it," Zach asked desperately.


  "No? You're at work already?" Zach's heart sank. "No, no, I completely understand. I'll think of something. Have a good day at work." He hung up, at the verge of panic.


  "Hey, Adam. I can't make it today." Zach tapped his hand against his thigh.


  "Yeah, I know there's work. There always is. I don't have anyone to look after Archer. Gabriel got hurt and Michael took him to the hospital."


  Zach listened to Adam then promptly answered, "No, he's going to be alright. Probably just needs stitches or something. But I can't take a baby into a tattoo parlor." Zach sighed. "I don't know why not, it's just not appropriate."


  "Fine. We'll come. But don't bitch at me when he starts crying, and warn Jill before I get there." Zach rubbed at his eyes, already exhausted.


  Through another rush where he kissed his son's head and mumbled limitless words of comfort, Zach found himself entering the full parlor with a sense of trepidation.


  He knew Archer would be safe with plenty of people fussing over him, but he still didn't feel comfortable bringing his son into such a crowd. His sense of responsibility flared and he knew he looked as if he were in shock.


  "Hi, little baby!" Jill rushed right over, picking him out of his carrier and lifting him up in the air. "Your naughty daddy never brings you here to see us. It's because you're better looking, yes you are…" Archer gurgled and laughed at her, trying to grab her pink hair and Zach let out a sigh of relief.


  She situated Archer more comfortably against her body and started giving Zach information on his work day. His heart somehow settled and Zach felt that things just might be alright.


  The first thing that went wrong was Archer crying as soon as Zach left his line of sight. He didn't really know Jill and wasn't comfortable with Zach always leaving him with others. That meant he had to bring him to his working space and alternate between leaving him in his chair and making a soft playing space for him on the floor in the corner of the room.


  Despite all the people being friendly, and Archer reaching for everyone who gave him the time of day, it was very distracting. Zach couldn't stop checking on him and relaxed only when Jill would have a few spare minutes and took Archer's little hands in hers, making him walk in front of her.


  It was near the end of his work day, with just a few more piercings left to do, that Archer became inconsolable. He was secured in his carrier and wanted to go to sleep. But the machines around him buzzed despite the door to Zach's working area being closed and Archer could see his daddy just a few feet away and he couldn't understand why Zach wouldn't hold him as he did every day before bed.


  "I'm sorry. I know this is really not the best memory to have for your first piercing. I apologize." Zach said to the man who wanted a lip ring. It was annoying, and it was really bad when it came to working conditions, but other than trying to do the job as fast as he could, all Zach cared about was his child.


  "Are you people insane? You can't have a brat crying in a tattoo parlor. I'm gonna take my business elsewhere. I can't listen to this." Zach heard someone yelling from the other side of the wall and flushed.


  "Sit your ass down!" Someone else yelled, "You know you won't get a better tattoo anywhere else, so get it into your head that people have lives outside of their work and the only one who will suffer from your outburst is yourself, bitch." With that last word, Zach knew it was Noah defending him and his heart warmed up just a little.


  Surprisingly enough, Zach heard the chair creak as the man sat down, and the tattoo artist asking if he could continue. It didn't make things any better and Zach swore to himself silently that he was never again going to bring Archer to his work place. He should have stayed at home. His heart had enough heartbreak and Archer inconsolably crying was worse than a knife through Zach's chest.


  He'd just finished the piercing and the man had smiled at him, embarrassed for Zach, when there was a knock at the door.


  "Come in." Zach cleaned the area, threw away his gloves and turned toward the door.


  As if he didn't have enough trouble, the man who pushed his head through the gap was no other than Noah. Just fucking peachy.


  Zach's heart stuttered in his chest and his mouth went dry. If he thought of Noah a sex god before, now he was sex incarnate, with his eyes covered in makeup and glitter, his hair styled to stand straight up and a tight blue hued shirt under a black suit jacket… Zach sighed, completely ignoring his client.


  It wasn't that Noah looked feminine, he was so far from it, it was unreal. Under the makeup and the diamonds at the corner of his eyes, he still had a strong jaw, thick eyelashes and enough height and build on him to make Zach's knees go weak.


  "Do you mind?" Noah asked, pointing with his finger toward crying Archer.


  Zach just nodded. Not even registering the question. He obviously had a thing for blue nail polish and leather, fingerless gloves. Oh yeah, he really did.


  Then Noah started unbuckling Archer and suddenly Zach was on his feet, ready to close the distance between them. But Archer quieted, still sniffling, his eyes were wide and focused on Noah's face.


  "It looks great. Thank you." A voice startled Zach from his day dreaming and he turned to see the client smiling at him.


  "No problem. I'm sorry for Archer crying throughout your session. It really isn't like this usually."


  "Don't worry about it. Kids cry." The guy smiled at Zach and Zach returned the favor, then reached into the drawer and pulled out a care pamphlet.


  "Stick to the rules and talk to Jill up front. We don't want any consequences." The guy smiled again and quietly left the room.


  Zach looked back at Noah who had his arms full of Archer. His son looked even smaller next to Noah's wide chest and unintentionally, Zach's cheeks felt warm with a blush.


  Archer was touching the pointy hair and pushing his fingers in Noah's eyes. He'd never seen so much make up and certainly not anything as sparkly as the colors on Noah's face. But Noah just laughed, cooing at Archer and letting him get away with whatever he wanted. His little fingers were a lethal weapon, still uncoordinated and capable of leaving mighty scratches. Zach knew. And yet, Noah took it all in stride. Completely ignoring Zach, he held conversations with the little guy and Archer couldn't stop grinning at him.


  Before Zach could find enough words to respond another client knocked on the door and until the last scheduled person left Zach had no time to spare for Archer or Noah, nothing except a casual look here and there.


  Then the last lady left and with an exhausted sigh Zach turned toward the rock star and his son, only to find them both asleep in the upholstered chair client's friends usually used when they wanted to be there during the piercing.


  Noah had his head tilted to the side and he was lowered in the chair, making for a very uncomfortable position, but Archer stretched over his chest, resting on Noah's torso. He had Noah's shirt firmly gripped in his little fist and drooled on Noah's jacket. Zach's felt that tingle in his chest again, warm all over as he looked at the two of them so peaceful and content. They could have been father and son, with their hair the same color and the way both their mouths stayed slightly open in their sleep.


  Noah didn't drool, which amused Zach but he expected that was due to his position. He wondered if that would that be the case when Noah shared a pillow with Zach. Then promptly shook his head to dispel that delusional thought.


  It felt wrong to wake them up, but Zach crossed the distance to them, rubbing at his tattooed arms and hoping his nerves would settle down. Softly he gripped Noah's shoulder, loving the feeling of it under his fingers, and shook him gently.


  Noah opened his eyes, disoriented for a moment, then noticed Zach and smiled. His fingers tightened around Archer, careful not to disturb the little guy before Noah whispered, "Sorry I fell asleep."


  "It's okay, thank you for looking after him for me. You pretty much saved the day." Zach rubbed his palm against his jeans.


  "What's a guy to do when two cuties need help?" He grinned at Zach. "He's absolutely adorable." Then he looked up at Zach, "Can I keep him?"


  Zach grinned back, "I'm kind of attached. He's my life." That made Noah's expression turn serious and he spoke, "I know what you mean. There is no way he couldn't be. Makes me want children of my own."


  Zach just curved his lips, feeling somewhat uncomfortable. "Here, let me take him. I'm done for today and we should be going."


  Noah helped him take Archer, who instantly adjusted himself without waking and continued his rest even once he was placed in his carrier and secured.


  "I'm still finding it weird that you're not blinded by my fame. I kind of love it." Noah slipped and if Zach wasn't sure Noah never blushed he would have mistaken the bit of red in his cheeks as just that.


  "Dude, I didn't even have time to Google you yet."


  Noah laughed then covered his mouth with his hand. But Zach saw enough to be once again smitten by the guy.


  "No, that's pretty much great. So…" Noah trailed off, seeming suddenly insecure, something that really didn't suit him, but then his lips tightened and he seemed to be standing taller, "Do you want to go out with me sometime?"


  Zach was surprised enough to almost drop Archer's carrier with his son in it. "You…I… What?" he stammered, not quite sure he'd even heard right.


  "I like you. Hell, I'm hard every time I see you. My eyes glitter for you, baby," he grinned with the last of the sentence, "So I want to take you out, get to know you better. Say yes?"


  "Um, yeah?" Zach shook his head slightly again, furiously blushing, "I mean no. I don't have the time. When did you want to go out? No, really, I don't think I can."


  Noah's lips only stretched wider, "You don't have a babysitter for the little guy?"


  "Yes. No." Zach took a deep breath then, "I'm sorry, I'm a blabbering idiot today. I mean, yes, I would like to go out with you. No, Archer isn't a problem. The problem is that I really don't have time. I work almost every night and every morning. What little time I have is reserved for Archer."


  "So can I spend some time with you and Archer?"


  "What?" Zach stared again, he thought he saw freckles on Noah's lips, imagined licking them.


  "I don't mind spending some time with you and Archer together."


  "Really?" He looked into those intense green eyes again. God, he really was an idiot.


  "Really. I love the little guy."


  Zach would have said that Noah had never seen Archer in one of his moods, but that wasn't true, was it? It was Noah who'd calmed him and watched him for the last couple of hours. "I guess that would be alright. I think." Zach bit his lip.


  Noah's gaze focused on it right away and Zach's waning blush intensified again. "Great. Can I have your number? I'll keep pestering you until you're available. If that's alright with you?"


  "Um, yeah, that would be okay." Zach babbled out the number wishing Archer was awake so that he could use him as a shield. Not that it would have stopped the blood from rushing to his face.


  "Thank you, sweetcheeks." Then Noah leaned forward, his fingers trailing down the edge of Zach jaw, making him shiver.


  It took Zach's breath away, the time seemed to have stopped and all he could see were those freckled lips coming closer, those green eyes holding him in place. He moaned before Noah's skin touched his, and once it did there was nothing but glitter shimmering in his head. Softness and skill reminded him how long ago he'd had his last kiss and the tongue separating his lips showed him how some of the best things in life were simply sweet.


  Zach was dizzy once Noah stepped away, still looking dazzling and mischievous, his fingers still touching Zach's face, "That was amazing, darling. I hope I get to do it again."


  That was enough for Zach to moan again and even after the grinning rock star left, he took a minute or two getting his head back together.


  ****


  The call came before a show, while Zach had as much make up on as Noah did during his concerts – yes, he'd finally Googled him – and every piece of clothing on him was removable with just a snap of his fingers.


  "Yes?" Zach asked, breathing hard from excitement. The place was full as it usually was at the beginning of the weekend.


  "Hey, sweetcheeks. I've missed you." The already rushing heart in Zach's chest picked up speed.


  "Hey," Zach squeaked, making one of the other dancers look at him with a tilt of his head.


  "Can I see you this weekend? I'm in town and have a few hours free." Noah's voice still sounded as if he were seducing Zach over the line, so soft when compared to how the guy sounded on a stage.


  "Um, yes. I think." Zach forced his head to focus. "Yes. Sunday would be good if you're free. I'm not working in the morning so Archer and I will be hanging out somewhere the whole day."


  "That sounds wonderful. How about the park, late morning? I think it will be warm enough."


  Zach grinned, liking how Noah thought of Archer first. "Great. The Memorial Park sound good? It's close to us so we'll just walk."


  "Sure, whatever suits my two darlings." Noah stretched the word and Zach had to blush again. He just had to.


  "See you then."


  "You betcha, sweetcheeks."


  Zach hung up and tried to recover his cool. There was no two ways about it, meeting Noah was something he was looking forward to. The man was pure energy the way he moved while singing, and his voice? Zach wasn't sure but it seemed likely he could come just by listening to dirty words from those lips. All his clothes were tight and everything he did seemed to be sexually charged. But one thing that Internet said was what really mattered, Noah didn't fool around. He was a one man guy and he seemed to be fall into relationships with his whole heart.


  With the song ending and Dani getting off the stage, Zach had his cue and rushed forward, feeling the beat that was just his up on that stage, the heat that spurred him on and the calls that made him feel alive. It was another night when he just danced. For Archer and for himself, Zach danced because he liked it.


  ****


  A day in the park seemed just what Zach needed come Sunday. He had Archer in his chair, snacks in the compartment below it and a blanket in his backpack. Despite being nervous, Zach was looking forward to seeing Noah and spending an afternoon with him.


  He spread out everything on the blanket on the grass, got some toys out for Archer and sat him in between them. Only recently had he started crawling which worried Zach, considering the little guy was already standing when he was just over six months. People said it happens, that he was ready. But crawling was good. Zach didn't like skipping steps, he liked to be reassured that he was doing a good job in raising his boy.


  Nowadays it was a challenge to keep an eye on him, between using the furniture for little walks and crawling about, he seemed to be everywhere he wasn't supposed be.


  Zach even brought a little umbrella to give Archer some shade. When everything was set, he lay down and relaxed, listening to Archer's sounds as he lifted his little diapered butt up, only to drop back down.


  "Hi, handsome," a voice said, startling Zach. Archer looked up and squealed, lifting his hands up in the air once he recognized Noah.


  Zach was surprised how his son knew him without all the make-up and with a different hair, but apparently there was no fooling the little guy.


  "Hey there, cute baby," Noah said as he dropped down, letting Archer touch his shirt, but looking at Zach.


  His hair was different, divided on the side and with much less gel in it. The shirt he wore seemed expensive but was still casual considering his usual style, and his black jeans kicked ass with the rip at the knee. But he wouldn't have been Noah without his boots, even in a park, and Zach just loved it.


  Archer talked to him, babbling enthusiastically about Gabriel it seemed since that was the only word he knew how to say so far – G. It still seemed to Zach that he was screwing something up. But people said boys took their time when it came to talking. It was still scary.


  "You look hot," Noah said and his devouring gaze pushed the point home.


  "Thanks. You too." No stammering this time, thank God, Zach thought to himself.


  "So what is your other job? You never told me."


  Way to break the ice. Zach took a deep breath and decided to come clean from the start, "I'm a stripper. I dance at a friend's club."


  "Oh." Noah moved his head slightly back, his eyebrows doing an up and down dance. "I didn't see that one coming. Okay." He then grinned, "I don't think I've ever met a stripper."


  Zach laughed, still nervous but feeling slightly better. "I needed the money for Archer and me. I used to dance there when I was younger, or whenever I needed some cash. My friends own the club, so I can dance for half a shift. It's the same with Adam, he lets me work only mornings."


  "I can see that. Do you like dancing?"


  "Oh yeah, I love it. Always have. I even love the club, and the people. But it keeps me away from Archer and if I didn't need the money I would quit. It's good that he sleeps most of the time that I'm away, but I still leave him in tears every night I have to work."


  "Hey, hey. He's a happy kid. Sure, he cried when I first met him, but essentially he's a happy child. He adores you, and is naturally curious. I'm sure he misses you, and doesn't like to be apart from you, but there are plenty of parents who work the whole day and only see their kids for maybe an hour. You're doing the best you can, and he is happy for it."


  "Thanks. I just… I never expected to do this on my own." Zach sighed, rubbing at his eyes.


  "What do you mean?"


  "Sorry, that kind of slipped out. I really don't want to drown you with too much drama."


  "It's not drama. It's your life, and I'm interested. You can read everything about me online while I have to ask about anything I want to know."


  "Yes, there's a lot about you out there."


  "Oh," Noah pointed his finger at Zach, only for it to be grabbed by Archer a moment later. Still, Noah, said his piece of mind, "We'll talk about that right after you tell me about your drama, sweetcheeks."


  "Fine. I was in a relationship for a long time. Austin was older than me and I honestly thought we would spend our lives together." Zach smirked, "Yeah, everyone thinks like that when they're in love. He was older, more experienced. He said he was ready for a family. I wasn't. I felt too young and inexperienced. But Austin wanted a family, so we found a surrogate, spent all our savings and gave our sperm. Jacking off in a bottle. It still makes me fucking laugh. By the time she was pregnant, I got excited. I felt him kick, saw the ultrasound. Archer was a living being. I don't think I'd ever been as excited as I was the first time I heard his heartbeat. It was bigger than life. I swear." Zach looked up at Noah, who smiled at him, so sweetly. "Anyway, by the time he was born I couldn't have been happier. And he was such a good child, still is. Rarely ever fusses. But Austin couldn't do it. Said he couldn't stand the crying, how being a father wasn't for him. Some such bullshit. Here I am swearing again." Zach laughed.


  "Yeah, I hear it's a no no with kids."


  "They pick up words so quickly. A friend of mine liked to say c-o-c-k-s-u-c-k-e-r a lot. It was her thing you know. So of course, that was the word her daughter first learned. She didn't say mom, or dad, she said c-o-c-k." Zach spelled the words.


  Noah laughed, making Archer giggle with him as he played with Noah's green painted fingernails.


  "So Austin left and here we are. He's mine. Not that it's hard to tell now, but at the time I was so angry and scared that Austin would change his mind, take him away from me. I did a test. So he's my son. Only mine." Zach leaned over and kissed Archer's black hair.


  "That is a sad story. But then again it isn't. You're happy with your son. You deserve better than that j-a-c-k-a-s-s anyway."


  Zach smirked at Noah's spelling, but the words warmed him up.


  "So what gossip did you hear about me? Tell me only nice things." Noah stretched out on the blanket, propping his head on his hand only to have Archer slap him since it was convenient.


  "Archer!" Zach raised his voice, and the little guy turned, looking at him with vulnerable eyes.


  "Hitting is bad. No hitting, Archer." Noah said calmly but more serious than was his usual tone and took the little hand kissing the palm.


  "I watched videos of your concerts. You're amazing. I can understand why all those girls keep on screaming."


  "I figured you would eventually. I'm pretty wild on stage."


  "You saying that's not your usual style?" Zach lifted his eyebrow.


  Noah chuckled, "On occasion."


  "Thought so." Zach continued, "I also watched a couple of interviews. Mostly you talking about your family, relationships. I liked what you had to say. Everyone talks nicely about you. That can't be an easy thing to accomplish when you're so famous and every money hungry individual is gunning for your blood."


  "Yeah, they are. Not a lot of people see that. I've had my moments with the paparazzi and obsessed fans. But that stuff got buried away I think. I have a lot of fan support and they don't like to spread the negative stuff around. But it's hard at times. Like today. I would like to stay with you much longer, but people will notice me eventually, and once they do it's only a matter of time before cameras are in our faces." Noah looked around, as if expecting someone to jump at him before turning back to Zach. "That interview was true by the way. I am faithful and I don't do one night stands. It's not even about publicity. I just don't like taking off my clothes for strangers and sharing intimacy with someone whose name I barely know. It's just not me."


  "Me either. Not that I have a lot to brag about. It's been a while." Zach dropped his head, "It's so easy to talk to you. Stuff just slips out."


  "Don't worry about it. It's not just something you have trouble with."


  "Seriously?"


  "Oh, yeah. You untie my tongue, but I'm thinking that's the way it's supposed to be. I like you, and I'm desperately attracted to you. If I have the slightest chance I'm going for it. It feels too right to let it slip by me."


  Zach blushed, "Do you always say such things? You make my blood rush to my face, it will stay that way."


  Noah chuckled again, "May I kiss you?"


  "Not helping," Zach murmured before saying "Yes."


  They both lifted themselves up a little and leaned over Archer, pressing their lips together. There were no explosions, or snapping erections, but the feeling of safety, comfort and contentment as Noah's tongue touched Zach's was more than he could have asked for.


  It was Archer pulling at their shirts and lifting himself up that startled them in the end. The little guy needed attention and while they left their foreheads connected, they focused on Archer.


  Eventually the fans started trickling over, asking for autographs and pictures, and when they started inquiring about Zach and Archer, both of them knew it was time to go.


  They said their goodbyes, deciding not to kiss again in public and when Zach finally got back home he knew that was the best day he'd had in quite a while.


  ****


  Phone calls and text messages followed. Long conversations and casual moments worth mentioning, and soon Zach knew he was in love again. He thought about Noah almost as much as he did about Archer and although it took him close to a year, Zach was truly happy again.


  "You'll have to let us meet him," Michael said one weekend, after Noah sent him a message about wishing all paparazzi got their naked pictures posted online.


  "You will. I think it might be time." Zach smiled, feeling content.


  "It's that serious?" G asked from the couch where he had Archer on his knees, watching cartoons.


  "I haven't seen him naked, and I want to marry him," Zach said, gripping the phone in his hand.


  "Wow, that is serious," Michael said.


  "Zach and Noah, sitting in a tree…" G sang, doing a little dance with Archer.


  "I would hit you, but you're holding a child," Michael said, while Zach just chuckled.


  "Come on, you've been wanting Zach to fall in love for ages. Don't be a spoil sport now. Isn't that right Archer?" He leaned down to Archer as he spoke.


  "G…Tree," Archer almost yelled leaving them all stunned for a moment.


  "That's just great. Now I've got tree and G. How about you teach him to say dad?" Zach sat straight and grumbled annoyed.


  "It's not my fault I'm so amazing little kids can't help it but idolize me."


  "Stuck up… something." Michael said, catching himself just before a curse slipped out and G chuckled at him.


  "He's coming over this weekend. Can you watch Archer for a few hours?"


  "Sure. We'll pick up the little rascal, go to the beach," Michael replied, giving Zach a glass of juice.


  "Thanks."


  "I would sing a song about that too, but then you would blame me for worse words than 'tree'." G gave his two cents.


  "Tree," Archer said again and Zach had to smile. He loved his son.


  ****


  When Noah came over that weekend, Zach had cooked. Music was playing in the background and he had on his nice clothes. He hadn't seen Noah in a couple of weeks and couldn't quite contain his excitement.


  "You're here." he said almost out of breath once he opened the door of his apartment.


  "Paparazzi couldn't have stopped me," Noah said with a smile.


  "Come in, please."


  "I think I will, sweetcheeks." Noah gave him a blue rose centered on a peacock's feather.


  "Thank you. That's pretty much beautiful." Zach held it gently, afraid of breaking it somehow. He didn't think he'd ever got flowers before. Or a flower, as it were.


  "Well I'm a peacock, I wanted you to have a piece of me." Noah said as he came closer, pushing the door closed behind him.


  Then Zach noticed the difference in Noah, a rock star as he'd never seen him before. Freckles covered his whole face, they were just everywhere, and as Noah smiled Zach knew that was it for him. Those eyes took his breath away and Noah's confidence almost had him dropping to his knees.


  But Noah wrapped his hands around his waist, pulled him against his tight body. He gently took the rose from his hand and placed it on the table then pushed his fingers through Zach's hair, wrapping them around his neck.


  "I've wanted you for myself for months," Noah whispered, only a breath away from Zach's lips.


  "I need you," Zach whispered back, holding on tight.


  "Before I kiss you… No, before I start kissing you, because I don't plan on stopping any time soon, I need you to promise me something." Noah rubbed his stubble against Zach's cheek, breathing against his ear.


  "Yeah?" Zach gasped, not even knowing what solid ground meant anymore.


  "I need you to promise me you will always keep your smile. I want you to be happy with me, let me love you, love me back. We will be together forever, the three of us, as long as I can keep that beautiful smile on your face. I don't think I could live without it." Noah rushed through the words, sounding almost desperate.


  "I promise. I promise to keep a smile. For you, Noah, anything for you." Zach choked on a cry and jumped at Noah, wrapping his legs around his waist, feeling Noah's hands supporting him.


  "For us, sweetcheeks. Everything is for us." Then Noah kissed him and kept on kissing him.


  That night Zach connected Noah's freckles with his tongue for the first time, felt his naked body against his own and the next morning he met the grumpy version of a rock star. Noah brought glitter into Zach and Archer's lives, but what kept on shining even after the lights went out with each show, were their smiles.


  THE END
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  I had been a drifter all of my life until I came to his ranch. He didn't know that I was watching his strong and raw movements from the porch of his ranch house. Everyone in town said he was a mystery but I knew, in that moment when he was locked in this powerful dance with the big sorrel, that I had come home.


  ~ Audrey
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  TUMBLEWEED


  by S.A. Meade


  I kicked the tire.


  It didn't help any but it made me feel better about being stranded on a long stretch of road somewhere in the White Mountains of Arizona. At least there was green grass on the side of the road and trees. If the tire had blown a couple of hours before, I would've been in the desert— not a great place to be stuck in July.


  I opened the trunk, shoved stuff aside and reached for the spare. It didn't look all that great, but at least it would get me to the next town, hopefully before the afternoon storm broke.


  Cars whizzed by, Indians from the Reservation, ranchers in dusty trucks, RVs followed by a slow stream of cursing drivers. Friday afternoon was prime time for arrivals from the desert, everyone seeking refuge from the will-sapping heat of the laughably named Monsoon.


  I wrenched the car up onto the jack and hoped the nuts weren't screwed on too tight. In spite of being up in the mountains, it was still a warm afternoon. I pushed my hair out of my eyes and set about undoing the damn nuts. It's all very well fixing a tire to a car with a power tool but it doesn't help the poor bastard who has to try and fix things with a bit of metal on a roadside. It was just as well I didn't have to be anywhere anytime soon. In fact, I didn't have to be anywhere, full stop.


  I managed to get the damn tire off. Sweat made my eyes sting. A cloud of small, irritating insects crowded around me and I swatted at them, getting more pissed off by the minute. I tossed the tire into the bracket and set about putting the new one on, as clouds swallowed the sun and the wind rose, bringing with it the scent of rain. If I was lucky, I could be on my way before the storm rolled in. There was a campsite not far from Show Low. That would do. Where I went after that was anyone's guess.


  "Need a hand with that?"


  I'd been so busy I hadn't noticed that a truck had pulled up on the shoulder behind me. The truck's occupant was a rancher type wearing the regulation cowboy uniform of Wranglers, neatly starched twill shirt and battered, broad-brimmed hat. I felt a bit of a slob in my tired jeans and dirt smudged tee-shirt.


  "Nah, I think I've got it, thanks." I tightened the last bolt and stood up. My back ached from being hunched over for so long. "But thanks for the offer. I appreciate it."


  He leaned against his truck and glanced up at the sky. "It's best not to be caught out in the storms up here."


  "I guessed as much." I tossed the wrench into the trunk and rearranged my worldly belongings over the tire well. I wasn't altogether too easy with him being there, watching me. If we'd been on a less busy road, I would've been very uneasy. Not that anything about him triggered any 'bad-news' thoughts. His dark eyes were warm, framed by fine creases that spoke of a life spent outdoors.


  "Going camping?"


  It was easy enough to guess, with my tent rolled into a neat bundle behind everything else. "I was thinking of stopping at Show Low Lake for the night."


  The rancher glanced at the lowering clouds. "Gonna be pretty miserable."


  I slammed the trunk shut. "I'm used to it."


  He shrugged. "No showers on that site and with it being Fourth of July…"


  "I'll chance it. It's too late to look for somewhere else." I could've stayed in a motel but it had been a long while since my last job and my bank account wasn't a pretty sight.


  "I've plenty of room at my place."


  "That's kind of you but I'm a little hesitant about accepting invites from people I've just met on the side of the road."


  "I'm sorry." He held out his hand. "Will Riley. I own a place just up the road here. Ask anyone in town, they'll vouch for me."


  "Nice to meet you, Will. My name's Bryn." I retrieved my car keys. "I appreciate the invitation and everything, but I'd better be on my way."


  "As you wish." He smiled and pulled out a card from his wallet. "If you change your mind, give me a call. I'm not normally in the habit of asking strangers to camp on my land but with it being Fourth of July weekend, I'm kinda tempted to post a notice at my gate offering camping space."


  "Probably not a bad idea." I glanced at the card and stuck it in my back pocket. I shook his hand and wondered why he seemed so interested in my business. "Thanks for the offer. It was nice to meet you."


  Riley took a step back and touched the brim of his hat. His shirt lifted, tightening, for a moment, over a lean, muscled torso. "Keep hold of that card. You might need it."


  "Thanks." I climbed back into the car and waved, wondering if I'd made a bad choice. Maybe he was being genuine. . Riley's warm brown eyes didn't seem to conceal a psycho. In fact, they hinted at a kind and interesting man. Not a bad-looking guy either, with long legs and I've always had a weakness for brown eyes. As I drove away, rain hit the windshield with heavy splats. The campsite by the lake seemed less of a desirable destination all of a sudden.


  I ran through the rain into the store. I steered clear of the supermarket, which was packed with holiday weekend shoppers, and settled for a small mom-and-pop store. They'd be more likely to know of a good place to camp, being that Riley's prediction about the lake site was woefully true.


  "Sorry, son." The elderly proprietor bagged my meager selection of groceries with slow, arthritic grace and shook his head. "You won't find much available this weekend. All of Phoenix heads up here for the Fourth."


  Shit.


  I pulled the card from my pocket. "Do you know this guy?"


  The proprietor eyed the card. "Will Riley? Hell yeah. Why you asking?"


  "He said I could camp on his land."


  He peered through the plate glass window and squinted through thick glasses at the downpour. "His mother used to run a bed and breakfast out of the ranch. It's more than likely he'd put you up in the house. It's a big old place. He's an odd one. Lived here all his life. He's sound enough it's just no one really knows him. Keeps himself to himself. But he's a good guy. You needn't worry."


  "Thanks. I'll give him a call." I took my groceries and returned to my car. I made the call, relieved I wouldn't be pitching my tent in the midst of a sea of trailers, RVs and noisy kids.


  A belt of pine trees separated the Blue Fork Ranch from the road. The car bounced along the gravel track past open fields where horses grazed, unconcerned by the rain. The ranch was at the top of a small rise, a white clapboard two-storey house with a wrap- around porch, a barn and a couple of corrals. I parked the car next to the blue pick-up truck in front of the house. I turned off the engine, glad to hear an end to the relentless squeak of the wipers. A low rumble of thunder broke the sudden silence. I climbed out, grabbed my backpack and hurried onto the front porch.


  Riley opened the screen door. "Hi, welcome."


  "Thanks."


  "Come on in."


  I shouldered my bag and followed him into the house. I felt a bit stupid and foolish for ending up there when I should've taken him up on the invite in the first place. Sometimes it's good to take a leap in the dark. "Thanks for letting me stay. I guess you were right about the campsites."


  "I usually am. So, who put your mind at rest about me?" He raised one eyebrow. A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.


  "The old guy from the little food market on Main."


  "Ah, yes… Harry. I get all my groceries from there so he was a good person to ask."


  "I'm just kinda curious as to why you offered in the first place." I set my bag down. I had to know why he'd be so kind to a complete stranger.


  Riley shrugged. "Sometimes, I feel like being nice. That's all."


  "For all you know I could be a serial killer."


  "You could be." He leaned against the wall, arms folded across his chest. "But I sleep with a gun in my room. I can pretty much remember your license plate number and that it's an out-of-state plate and I have a pretty good instinct when it comes to people."


  "All right then. I promise I won't murder or rob you while you sleep."


  Riley grinned. "I'd appreciate that." He straightened up with a whisper of starched shirt. "I'll show you your room. I suppose Harry told you my mom used to run this place as a bed and breakfast."


  "He did."


  He walked up the broad staircase and I followed. I couldn't help but admire his well-shaped ass, accentuated by those tight-fitting jeans. The connections between my eyes and my dick awoke for the first time in months.


  "It's a big house. Do you live here alone?"


  "Yeah. My ranch hand, Jaime, lives in the old bunk house with his wife. But that's about it."


  It seemed way too big a house for one person, a supposition confirmed by the number of doors leading off the upstairs corridor. The rain and the dark wood-paneled walls added to the sad, Victorian gloom of the place. The only source of natural light came from a tall sash window at the end of the corridor. It was splattered with rain. Lightning flickered against a darkening sky.


  "Looks like this storm's going to hang around a while." Riley opened a door. "Here you go. I gave it a bit of an airing after you called."


  The window was still open. Curtains flapped in the rainy breeze. All I could hear was the steady whisper of rain and a low roll of thunder. The bed was covered in a quilt beyond which rose one of those brass bed-heads. Only the small television sitting on a big old dresser delivered the room to the present. The rest remained in another time, a pale-green candlewick bedspread, and heavy curtains the color of the pines outside.


  "Bathroom's in here." Riley opened another door and stepped aside.


  I peered past him into a decent little bathroom, complete with a deep claw-foot tub. A couple of towels rested on the curled rim. "Very nice."


  "Sorry there's no coffee maker in here or anything like that. Mom was pretty old-fashioned. There's always coffee on the stove. I get up early to work."


  "That's all right."


  Riley glanced at his watch. He looked less like a rancher without his hat. His dark brown hair was fairly short, with a hint of rebellious curl around his ears and the nape of his neck. "You hungry? I have a pot of chili on the go down in the kitchen."


  I remembered the sad, soggy tuna salad sandwich I'd stopped for in Superior. "I'm hungry."


  "Well, get yourself settled and come down when you're ready." He headed back toward the door and paused. "And don't worry about paying. I'm not really taking in guests at the moment so I'm not geared up for anything hospitable."


  "I won't argue. My bank account isn't too healthy at the moment. Thank you."


  He left me alone in the cool, grey room with the constant murmur of the rain.


  ****


  I found Riley in the kitchen. He stood at the stove stirring something in a large pot. The aroma of cumin, tomatoes and other spices drifted across the room. A basket filled with brilliant golden squares of cornbread rested at the centre of the table, along with bowls of grated cheese, scallions and sour cream.


  "Hope you're hungry." Riley reached into the fridge and handed me a beer. "There's plenty here."


  "I am." The bottle was cold in my hand. Beads of condensation trickled down the smooth glass. I took a wedge of lime from a bowl and wedged it into the top.


  He raised his drink. "Take a seat and I'll dish up."


  I sat and watched my host ladle chili into a large, deep bowl. He set it on the table in front of me.


  "Dig in. It's not too spicy…I hope." The juniper-lemon scent of his aftershave warred with the aroma rising from the dish.


  "I don't mind if it is. I've spent the last six months working in a Mexican restaurant. I'm used to spicy." My stomach rumbled in anticipation.


  He grinned and sat down with his bowl. The chair scraped across the linoleum. "You a cook?" His eyes gleamed in the soft light of the kitchen.


  "Not by choice. I just take jobs where I can find them these days." I sprinkled cheese onto the chili and added a glob of sour cream. I don't know whether it was Riley or the house, but it felt right to be there…comfortable.


  "So you're not living anywhere permanent?"


  I took a sip of beer, surprised by the whole Twenty Questions thing. I looked at him and decided I really didn't mind. I couldn't really remember the last time I was able to just sit down and talk with someone who seemed to want to listen. "I was living in LA. My…partner and I broke up after five years. I decided to make my way back home to Pennsylvania. It's taking a while."


  "Where are you headed to next?" Riley spread butter over a piece of cornbread.


  "I was thinking about Albuquerque. There should be plenty of jobs there. I've saved up enough for a deposit on an apartment." The chili settled like a glowing ember in my gut. I added more sour cream and reached for a piece of cornbread.


  "What were you doing in LA?" He set his spoon down and rested his chin on his hand.


  "I ran a small hotel with my partner. He did the cooking and I managed the front of house until it all went bad."


  "Sorry to hear that. Business partnerships are always tough."


  I set my spoon down, took a deep breath and looked him in the eye. I hoped he was a tolerant type. "It wasn't just a business partnership."


  "Ah." He reached for his beer and took a huge gulp. "Sorry. That must've made it even worse."


  "Yeah." I waited for the condemnation, the declaration that the room was suddenly unavailable.


  "So you're at a loose end altogether."


  I retrieved my beer. "That's why I'm headed back to Pittsburgh."


  "Sounds like you're not too thrilled by the idea."


  "I can't think of anywhere else to go. Its home."


  "Huh." Riley returned to his chili, a distant look in his eyes.


  Relieved that I wasn't being shown the door, I tackled the rest of my dinner. The slow-moving storm offered a backdrop of pouring rain, lightning and the occasional grumble of thunder. When I could eat no more, I pushed the bowl away and leaned back in my chair.


  Riley surveyed my empty bowl. "I guess that met with your approval."


  "It was great. Thanks."


  "Good." He took the empty bowls, rinsed them out and placed them in the dishwasher. "There's some fruit if you want dessert."


  "I don't think I could eat another thing."


  "Coffee?" Riley spooned some coffee into a jug, added water and set on top of the stove.


  "I could probably manage a cup."


  He turned on the ring and took two mugs from a cupboard. I carried the remaining dishes and set them on the counter.


  "You don't have to do that. Go and find a seat in the living room. I'll bring the coffee through."


  I made my way down the hall to the front room. It was more like I expected of an old ranch house—wood-paneled walls, paintings of horses, a pair of spurs resting on a broad mantelpiece. I sank into a deep, well-worn chair and watched the rain. For the first time since leaving LA, I felt something close to comfort.


  ****


  In spite of the gut-stirring coffee, I slept like an exhausted child, lulled to sleep by the retreating storm and the soft whisper of rain through the open window. When I woke, the rain had moved on leaving a cool, grey morning. Mist clung to treetops and water dripped slowly from the eaves. It almost seemed a shame to have to hit the road again.


  I showered, packed my things and headed to the kitchen for some more of that coffee, walking through a silent house. The pot was on the stove, as promised, along with a note, tucked under a mug.


  There's plenty of coffee. I've left you some pancakes in the oven. You'll find the maple syrup in the fridge. Don't go rushing off. I've been doing some thinking. I have a proposition for you.


  The coffee was hot, strong and bitter. It went down well with the short stack of pancakes. I took my time and stared at the note again, wondering what the hell he had in mind


  "There you are." Riley breezed in through the back door. "How are the pancakes?"


  "Fine, thanks."


  "I see you found the note." He helped himself to a coffee and sat down across the table from me.


  I set my fork down. "So what's this proposition?"


  Riley took a sip of coffee. "The horse business is a tad slow at the moment. I've been wracking my brain thinking of how to bring in some extra income. I thought about opening this place up as a bed and breakfast again but I don't have the time to run it. I asked Jaime's wife if she'd be interested but she's just got herself a job at the new hairdressers in town. I was thinking of running an ad in the paper and then you turn up."


  I added another spoonful of sugar to my coffee and stared at him. A thousand thoughts raced through my mind.


  I wouldn't have to go back to Pittsburgh with my tail between my legs;


  This is a nice place with huge potential;


  It's the middle of nowhere;


  It's the middle of nowhere with a good-looking cowboy who's probably as straight as the day is long;


  I kinda like the rootless life;


  No, I don't.


  I don't want to tie myself down to anything.


  "Can I think about it? It's quite a lot to commit myself to. A bed and breakfast in a small mountain town is a bit different from a boutique hotel in Santa Monica."


  "What the hell is a 'boutique' hotel?" Riley drained the last of his coffee.


  "Small, exclusive, expensive with all the luxuries you could want."


  He raised an eyebrow. "For people with more money than sense, all those Hollywood types."


  "Something like that."


  "Let me show you around, then I'll leave you to think."


  "All right."


  He offered me a smile colored with relief. "I guess I should be glad you haven't dismissed the idea out of hand."


  "I'm always open to possibilities."


  Riley pushed his chair back and I followed. He led me into the hall and into the dining room. "This is big enough that we could fit several small tables."


  We?


  I kept my mouth shut and nodded, seeing the potential. The large room housed a single table. Nothing special, but it contained the sad echo of long ago family occasions. It was a small boat adrift in a sea of wood paneling and faded carpet. It didn't take too much to imagine several tables scattered about.


  "What's underneath the carpet?" My mind was already racing ahead out of habit.


  "Floorboards…nice ones."


  "Good, it's easier to clean food off floorboards instead of carpet." I wandered around the room. The three large sash windows admitted plenty of soft, grey light. On a sunny morning, it would be warm and welcoming. "Would this be a year-round thing, or just during the summer?"


  Riley leaned in the doorway, arms folded across his chest. "All year. People like to come up here for the snow too."


  I couldn't remember the last time I'd seen snow. The scheme slipped a little further beneath my skin. I looked at him. "Where to next?"


  "Upstairs. There's far more to it that you can imagine."


  We trailed up the stairs. Riley paused at the top of the landing. "There's six rooms here. Four of them have their own bathrooms. The other two share one between them." He opened a door. "Here's the first secret."


  The door opened onto a short, dark passage. Riley flicked a switch, illuminating the space and another door at the other end. I followed him through into another hallway. The hall was almost identical to the one that ran parallel to it, the doors on the opposite side.


  "This is the family space. The other hall is for guests." He opened the first door. "This is my room."


  I peered past him into a typically masculine space—a sleigh bed, roughly made after a night's sleep, the quilt made of a starburst of autumnal colors. There were few clues about Riley—no photographs, no bits and pieces. A couple of paintings of horses hung on the walls. A pair of Wranglers rested over the arm of a wingback chair beside the window.


  "Very nice."


  He closed the door and walked along the hall. "If you want to stay and take me up on my offer, you can have this room."


  I stepped into the room. It was almost a mirror image of Riley's—sleigh bed, another quilt, this one a mosaic of blues and greens. A door led to a bathroom. There was space in the room for an old, overstuffed chair and a few other bits and pieces. I had no trouble imagining myself there. "I like this."


  "I'll show you the rest of the guest rooms."


  We returned to the other corridor. The guest rooms were all of a similar size, all of them in need of nothing more than an airing.


  "What do you think?" Riley headed back down the stairs.


  "I like the rooms. I should think they'd be very popular."


  Back in the kitchen, Riley helped himself to another coffee. "Want another one?"


  "Why not?" I held out my empty mug.


  "Do you think it's worth reopening a Bed and Breakfast here?"


  "I don't see why not. You know this area, you'd have a better idea than I would about whether there'd be demand or not."


  "I'm pretty sure there would be."


  "What you want me to do?" I added another sugar to my coffee.


  "We could definitely hire someone to do the cleaning. I'm thinking, since you can cook, you could do the breakfasts and just…well…manage things."


  I've always been a sucker for brown eyes. There's just something about them. The house wrapped itself around me, offered peace and comfort. Riley was someone I could probably get along with. "So you'd leave the running of the place to me?"


  "I don't know much about running a bed and breakfast. I can break a horse, but I can't see me looking after customers and being polite all the time."


  I sipped my coffee and considered my answer. It wasn't like I had to return to Pittsburgh, it was just somewhere to shoot for. Somewhere people knew me. Here, I wouldn't have to explain myself to anyone. I could do my job, bring some life back to the silent house and repay Riley for his unexpected kindness. Managing half a dozen rooms in a bed and breakfast would be pretty damn easy.


  "I can't pay you much. It'll depend on takings. But you'll have a roof over your head, free food and no bills. I'm sorry but that's all I can offer at the moment."


  "All right. I'll do it." It was all I wanted, for the moment. Somewhere to catch my breath – a reason to not have to go back to Pittsburgh with my tail between my legs.


  "That was quick."


  "It's too good to refuse. I need somewhere to rest and get myself back together. This is perfect. But one condition."


  "What?"


  I needed an out. I needed to leave a door open in case it didn't work, in case I got itchy feet. "Give me until Thanksgiving. If it's up and running and doing well, you'll just need to bring someone in to keep an eye on things. I don't want to commit myself to anything long-term at the moment."


  Riley stared into his coffee for a moment, the silence measured by the slow, steady tick of the kitchen clock. "That's only a few months."


  "It's a few months longer than I intended to stay."


  "You're a restless sort, aren't you?"


  "I never used to be. I just don't know what I want right now. My head's still a bit messed up. I think giving it a few months is a fair deal. After all, you may end up hating me."


  "I doubt that but I guess that's reasonable. Let's see how it goes."


  I offered him a relieved smile. "Thanks."


  Riley held his hand out across the table. "I really appreciate this."


  "I'm glad of the opportunity." My hand was squeezed in his.


  His fingers trailed slowly over my wrist before he picked up his coffee. "I guess you'd better work out what needs to be done."


  "It won't take much." The echo of his touch lingered. I wondered if there was more to his obvious delight than just me agreeing to take on the Bed and Breakfast. That thought stirred something in me that I'd thought dead for a long time.


  ****


  I stood on the porch with my coffee. The morning had a chill to it, promising autumn, even though it was only August. Will stood facing a small, scrappy horse in the corral with Jaime. A leather halter dangled from Will's hand. The horse shifted from side to side, trying to see a way past the men. It lifted its head and snorted when Will advanced slowly towards it. While the horse's attention was taken by Will, Jaime crept closer on the other side.


  Jaime sprung forward and swiftly looped a rope around its neck. The horse reared and backed into the fence. Will advanced and slipped the halter over its head. With one shake of its head, the horse sent the halter flying. Jaime tightened his grip on the rope while Will retrieved the halter.


  I sat down and propped my feet up on the porch railing. If Will knew I was watching, he didn't acknowledge the fact. He headed toward the horse once more, holding one hand out, palm up. It snorted and stretched its neck toward Will. At the last minute, Will nodded to Jaime who withdrew the rope. Will turned away and walked a few paces. Jaime slipped through the railing and leaned against the gate, watching his boss and the horse.


  The horse edged forward. Will remained still, staring off into the distance while the horse sniffed cautiously at him. After a few moments, Will walked forward, then stopped once more. The horse followed, halting a foot or two behind him. It snuffled at his shirt, nibbled at his hat and then blew into his hair. After a few moments of this, Will turned very slowly and held out his hand. This time, the horse lowered its head and nudged before standing quietly in front of Will.


  I couldn't hear what Will said. I only saw the horse's ears flick idly toward him. Will ran a careful hand along the horse's neck and back. For a moment, it pinned its ears back and sidled away. Then it returned to him, sniffed at the halter and stood still while Will slid it carefully over the horse's head. In a moment it was over. Will took the rope from Jaime and threaded it carefully through the halter. All the while, he spoke to the animal in a low voice. After a few minutes, he walked and the horse followed, its stride matching Will's easy, ambling steps.


  I finished my coffee and watched them for a little while. If ever there was a man meant to wear denim, it was him. The faded jeans embraced long, lean horseman's thighs and an ass I ached to feel. Instead, I disappeared back into the house and sought distraction in making sure the rooms were ready for our first guests.


  "How's it going?" Will strolled through the kitchen door.


  "We're ready. The rooms are tidy. Luz did a great job." I glanced at my watch. "They should start arriving soon."


  He opened the fridge and took a bottle of beer. "Do you want one?"


  "Please."


  "Here you go." Will handed me a beer and turned on the radio. A commercial for a local car dealership filled the companionable silence


  I shoved a wedge of lime in my bottle and gritted my teeth when he tuned it to his favorite country station. A sweet silvery voice sang about a travelling soldier. It was one of the few songs I actually liked.


  Will sat down and took a long draw of his beer. One foot tapped gently on the floor to the rhythm of the song. "Haven't heard this one in a while."


  "Neither have I."


  "Do you like country music?"


  "Not much."


  "You can change the station if you like."


  "No, this is fine." I opened the oven door. A blast of heat hit me.


  "Something smells good."


  "Cookies for the guests." I grabbed the oven mitts, pulled the tray from the shelf and set it on top of the stove.


  He eyed the tray. "Any spare?"


  I scooped one onto a napkin and handed it to him. "Careful, it's hot."


  His fingers touched mine for a moment. "Chocolate chip…my favorite."


  The rest of the cookies went onto a rack to cool. On the grounds that familiarity breeds contempt, I resisted the temptation and stuck with my beer.


  "Tasty." Will licked a smudge of molten chocolate from his finger. "I hope the guests appreciate it."


  "They usually do." My dick stirred. The innocence of that simple motion woke something in me that had been asleep for a long time. I took a deep draw of beer.


  "Full house tonight?" He leaned back in his chair and stretched his legs out beneath the table. One foot brushed mine.


  I crossed my legs and concentrated on my beer, grateful the table hid my physical reaction to his casual touch. "Not quite. There's still one room free. I can't complain, since the website's only been up for a couple of weeks."


  Will raised his bottle to mine."Here's hoping for a full house. You've done a great job, Bryn."


  "Thanks. I wish I wasn't so damned twitchy about it. You'd think after years of running a high-end hotel, I'd get over the worry."


  "I'm sure it'll be fine." His foot nudged lightly at mine. "Want me to make dinner tonight?"


  I swallowed and took another mouthful of beer, wondering where this sudden game of footsie had come from, wondering how I could stop myself from leaping across the table and giving him a good, hard kiss. "Thanks, I'd appreciate that."


  "There's a couple of steaks in the fridge. I'll toss 'em on the barbecue. Might as well enjoy what's left of summer. It'll be fall soon enough."


  "Sounds good to me." I dared to nudge back.


  Will lifted an eyebrow and smiled. "Looks like it'll be a nice evening. I haven't sat outside under the stars with a beer for a long time. Does that sound good to you?"


  "It does. I can't remember the last time I did something like that."


  He grinned and finished his beer. "Good. Let's do it."


  "Shall I bring anything? Make anything?"


  "No, we're good." Will rose. "Just bring yourself. I'll take care of everything else. Now, I'd best get back out and see to the horses." He left, as suddenly as he'd arrived.


  I stared at the back door for a long time and wondered if the game of footsie was going to continue under the stars. It worried me that I didn't find the prospect unpleasant.


  By the time I'd seen the guests settled, the sun sent long shadows across the back yard. I found Will standing beside the brick barbecue, poking at the charcoal. Pale smoke drifted idly into the chilly evening air. The smell reminded me of long-ago family barbecues, kids running riot under the stars while the adults sat on lawn chairs, drinking beers while their cigarette ends glowed softly in the dusk.


  "There you are." He turned and smiled. "Have a seat and help yourself to whatever you want to drink. There's wine in the cooler if you prefer."


  I sat down at the picnic table and found the wine. "Wine would be nice."


  "Will you pour me a glass?"


  I poured out the wine. The last of the daylight turned it to liquid garnet. "Here you go."


  Will took the glass from my hand. "Cheers." He nodded toward the table. "If you're hungry, feel free to tuck into…whatever."


  I surveyed the food spread out on top of a checked tablecloth. There were bowls of chips, guacamole, salsa, salad, ears of corn waiting to go on the grill, alongside two steaks resting in marinade. The potatoes, wrapped in foil, already nestled in the smoldering charcoal.


  "Jeez, you've done quite a spread here."


  "I thought we deserved it with you being busy with the bed and breakfast, and me trying to get these horses sorted out. It's not like we've had much time to sit down and talk even though we live in the same house."


  "True enough." I sipped the wine and reached for a chip.


  Will left the grill and sat down across the table. He'd changed into something a bit less ranchified—jeans, a pale cotton shirt and not a hat to be seen. Instead of the habitual, dusty boots, he was barefoot. "Well, here's to a nice evening." He touched his glass to mine.


  "I'll drink to that."


  He scooped up some guacamole with a chip. "So, are the guests okay?"


  "They seem okay. They've all disappeared off into town for something to eat."


  "Good." Will took another chip. "Hope you're hungry."


  "Starving." I helped myself to a piece of bread.


  Will leaned on the table. The breeze rose a little and toyed with his hair. "Are you happy here?"


  "That came out of left field."


  So did his foot, which covered mine.


  "You just seem…I don't know…more settled."


  "I guess I am. I like it here. I like having something to do." I returned his appraising stare, liking that his eyes were amber in the soft, gold light. The shirt was open at the neck to reveal just enough sun-touched skin, dark against the pale fabric.


  "Do you think you'll stay a while?" He curled his fingers around the stem of his wine glass.


  I slid my foot from beneath his and touched his ankle. "I don't know. I'm not sure yet."


  "I'd like you to stay." Will's smile faded to something altogether more serious. He reached across the table and curled his fingers through mine. "Am I being too pushy?"


  I stared at him while I tried to find the right words and put them in the right order. "Where's this coming from? I didn't even know you were gay."


  He brushed his thumb over my knuckles and studied our entangled fingers. "Being gay isn't something you tend to fess up to around here. Being attracted to someone living in the same house isn't easy to own up to either."


  The feelings stirred by his touch warred with common sense. My first instinct was to run. Instead, I let my hand remain. "No, I guess not."


  "What do you reckon? Will you stay?"


  I took a deep breath and looked at him. "Can we just see how it goes? I walked away from a train wreck a few months ago. Everything still hurts a little, you know?"


  Will withdrew his hand. "Sure. I understand."


  I retrieved his hand and held it between mine. "I'm not saying no. I wouldn't still be sitting here if I didn't want to give things a chance."


  "Really?"


  "Really." I raised his hand to my lips and kissed his knuckles. His warm skin smelt of sunlight and horses.


  Will unfurled his fingers and touched my cheek. "Thank you." His hand fell away. "I'd best see to our dinner while I can still see what I'm doing." He picked up the dish with the corn and placed the cobs carefully on a corner of the grill.


  I watched him tend to the corn. His faded jeans did little to conceal the smooth curve of his ass and his long, slender thighs. It took another mouthful of wine to tear my gaze away. The steaks sizzled when Will placed them on the grill. The aroma of garlic rose into the evening air.


  "What do you reckon?" Will flipped the steaks. "Will that do you?"


  "Hell yes. I can't remember the last time I had a steak."


  He placed a steak and ear of corn on my plate before taking the potatoes from the coals. "Here you go. You need feeding up."


  "Um…thanks." I took the plate and applied butter to the corn and potato.


  Will joined me at the table and spooned salad onto his plate, before sliding the bowl toward me. "Dig in."


  "I intend to." I addressed the steak first.


  We ate in silence, both intent on enjoying every morsel. The steak tasted of charcoal and garlic and the corn was sweet. Will's foot rested against mine beneath the table. I was all right with that. I was pretty much all right with everything.


  Will pushed his empty plate away. "That hit the spot."


  "It certainly did." I glanced at my nearly empty plate. All that remained was a stray wedge of tomato. "I think I needed that."


  "I think we both did." He rose, scooped some smoldering charcoal from the grill with a small shovel and scattered it around a pile of kindling in a beaten copper brazier. The wood caught fire swiftly. Flames flickered in the gathering darkness.


  I finished the last of my wine and Will shared the rest of the bottle between us before pulling a couple of lawn chairs up to the brazier. There wasn't so much as a foot between them.


  "We might as well sit where it's warm." He sank into a chair and stretched his legs out.


  I took the other chair and welcomed the warmth of the fire. The last of the light faded from the sky. A bat fluttered over the lawn toward the house and then wheeled away at the last minute. Fireflies rose out of the grass, tiny green lights winking in the dusk.


  I leaned back and looked up waiting for stars to appear.


  "I have a better idea if you want to star-gaze." Will rose from his chair.


  I sat up and watched him cross the lawn and drag the swing hammock over the grass.


  "Here you go. Better than craning your neck." He placed it on the other side of the fire and brushed dust and bits of broken leaves from the faded blue canvas. "Try this."


  "I might fall asleep."


  "You're allowed. I won't hold that against you." Will held the hammock steady while I settled onto it. "Better?"


  "Much better."


  His grin was brilliant in the darkness. He placed a small plastic table within arm's reach and set my wine glass on it. "That does look comfortable. Room for another?"


  I considered the request and shuffled to one side. "Plenty." There wasn't, but I wanted more than the warmth of the fire.


  The hammock swayed gently when he gingerly settled rested beside me. His arm against mine.


  "That's better." Will sighed and clasped his hands across his stomach.


  "It is."


  The canvas dipped beneath our collective weight, making a hollow where we rested.


  After a moment or two, Will slid his arm beneath my shoulders. "Do you mind?"


  "Not at all." It seemed right to lay my head on his shoulder, especially when he began stroking my hair. I didn't want to think about how swiftly we'd moved from snatched conversations at the kitchen table to this. All I knew was that it felt right.


  We lay in silence, while the crickets whispered in the grass and bats swooped in pursuit of insects. The warmth fled from the day but it didn't matter. I couldn't feel the cold.


  Will shifted and brushed his lips over my forehead. "Is this all right? Are you warm enough?"


  "This is just fine." I settled against him and wrapped my arm around his waist. "It's been a long time since I've been just…held."


  "You and me both." Will's sigh ruffled my hair. "Nice, isn't it?"


  "Yes." I closed my eyes and listened to his heart beat beneath my cheek. Mark and I had long abandoned quiet moments like this. Our last year together had been nothing but arguments and hurt silences. Comfort had been impossible to come by.


  "So, if you don't mind my asking. What happened?"


  "The same sad old story. Mark fell in love with someone else. He pretended he hadn't. I found out. We argued, we made up, we limped along for another year and then both agreed to call it quits. Five years down the pan. He kept the hotel and he's paying me my share over the next five years. It's all nice and legal and the money turns up in my bank account every month. But it's toxic money because his lover is paying it. His rich Sugar Daddy."


  "I'm sorry." Will kissed my forehead once more. He tightened his arm around my shoulders.


  "It's all right. I'm getting there. It's taking a while, but I'm getting there." I looked at him, his skin touched with firelight. "What about you?"


  Will trailed his hand down my arm. "I had someone living with me for a while. But this town was too small for him. Terry didn't understand that some people here just don't…approve. I've learned to live with it. He couldn't." He sighed. "That was six years ago and I've been alone ever since. I'd gotten used to the idea and then you came along."


  "And now…?" I was almost too scared to hear his words. Afraid that they would tether me to this place when I wasn't sure I was ready.


  "And now…I don't know. You make me think that things could get better. I don't want to put anything on you, any obligations, but I do want you to know that if you wanted to stay, you wouldn't get any objection from me."


  Gratitude made me want to kiss him. Afraid as I was to spark something beyond a simple kiss, I had to. I twined my fingers through his short, brown hair and covered his mouth with mine.


  Will sighed and wound his arms around me. The hammock swayed and the rusted chains creaked in the silent chill of evening. While stars glittered overhead, fireflies drifted across the empty lawn, unnoticed. Will's lips parted beneath mine, and he drew me in, gathering me to his warmth until he enveloped me. The song of the crickets was lost beneath the soft, desperate whisper of cotton and denim.


  I moved my hand over his chest, seeking his skin. Buttons parted at my touch and I slid my fingers beneath Will's shirt.


  "Are you sure about this?" He trailed his lips across my jaw.


  "No." Wanting him overruled what little common sense remained. "But don't let it stop you."


  He laughed softly and nipped my earlobe. "I'm reaching the point of no return."


  "I passed that a while ago."


  I palmed the promising hardness beneath his fly. The mess of the last eighteen months was swept aside by every sigh, every sweep of Will's hands. The hammock chains squeaked their protest while we sought skin and grappled with need.


  "I think it's time for bed." Will caught my face between his hands. "I don't think this old hammock will take much more punishment.


  "Bed…yes." I took a deep breath and kissed him once more, shaking and weak with wanting him.


  We reeled across the grass, pausing in a haze of desperation, to unfasten buttons, lips colliding, exchanging sighs and moans. Our feet faltered across the porch and we tumbled through the screen door into the kitchen. Will caught me between the table and door, backing me to the counter. I reached for his fly, frantic for him. The zipper yielded to my single tug and Will groaned when I hooked my finger in his shorts and set his cock free.


  "My turn." He smiled against my lips and unfastened my jeans. The heat of his touch left me trembling. He wrapped his fingers around my dick and thumbed the tip with teasing slowness. "Are you sure?"


  "Fuck, yes." I silenced him with another kiss.


  "Alrighty then." Will chuckled.


  We made our way up the stairs and tumbled into his room, leaving a trail of clothes in our wake. Will pulled me down onto the bed. The elderly springs beneath the mattress groaned in protest. I pressed my lips to his and wanted to crawl under his skin. Will covered my throat with kisses and clasped my butt, working his fingers in a mesmeric pattern, grinding his dick against mine until I thought I'd explode.


  "Fuck." Will fell back onto the rumpled bedclothes.


  "That's the idea." I welcomed the chance to catch my breath, to roll my hips over his.


  His breath caught in his throat and he bit his lip. "I mean fuck, I have no rubbers and no lube. It's been a six-year drought. What about you?"


  "I think I have a condom or two in my wallet but that's about it."


  "Damn." Will pushed the hair away from my face.


  "Perhaps it's not such a bad thing. It's not like there aren't other ways to…"


  The persistent ringing of the doorbell wouldn't let me finish.


  "Who the hell is that?" Will slid from beneath me.


  "A guest who forgot their key, I suspect." I reached for my jeans. "I'd better go and let them in." My erection wilted away like a dying plant on a time lapse nature film.


  Will stood up and kissed my shoulder. "Damn. Damn it all."


  I hurried into my jeans and found my shirt. "Damn it all, indeed."


  "I suppose I'd better clean up the back yard stuff. I don't want you coming down in the morning to cook breakfast and having to deal with all that."


  The doorbell rang again.


  "I'll give you a hand as soon as I've strangled this guest." I grabbed my shoes and headed for the front door, not sure whether I was disappointed or relieved.


  I found Will in the kitchen, up to his elbows in soap bubbles.


  "Everything all right?"


  "Yeah." I picked up a cloth and started drying. "They forgot their key and apologized profusely."


  He stood close until his shoulder brushed against mine and fished through the soapy water for another bowl. "Perhaps we should tie the key around their necks or something."


  "Tempting." I stacked the dried dishes on the counter.


  "I'm sorry, Bryn."


  "Sorry for what? You don't have anything to apologize for."


  He pulled the plug and watched the water spiral down the drain. "I guess I got a little carried away out there."


  "We both did." I resigned myself to the status quo.


  "Perhaps we should take things slow and steady. See how it all goes." Will leaned on the counter.


  "Sounds good to me."


  Will smiled, stepped close and brushed his lips over mine. "Goodnight, Bryn."


  "Goodnight." I watched him walk out of the kitchen and waited until the rusty creak of floorboards from above ceased, telling me he'd gone to bed.


  ****


  "What's that man doing out there in the corral?" Mrs. Douglas peered through the dining room window.


  I set her breakfast on the table. "He's breaking in a horse."


  "It looks pretty brutal."


  "He's usually very patient with them."


  I glanced past her. Puffs of dust rose and caught in the late summer sunlight, kicked up by a small bay horse. Will hung onto a long rope while the horse sat on its haunches, ears pinned back. It was a scrappy little thing.


  "It looks like this one is putting up quite a fight." Mr. Douglas observed "Looks like a mustang."


  "It probably is." I turned away, not wanting to see any more. I hated it when it all boiled down to a battle.


  After breakfast I returned to the kitchen and helped myself to a coffee while I stared at the stack of washing up beside the sink. Two weeks into the new venture and word was already getting around that the Blue Forks Ranch Bed and Breakfast was worth a visit. The book was filling up well into the fall and would keep me busy before we closed at Thanksgiving, until the New Year.


  "Penny for them." Will wandered into the kitchen and headed for the coffee.


  "I was just summoning the energy to wash the pots."


  He dropped a kiss on the top of my head and sat down. He smelt of horses and dust. "Why don't you ask Luz to do it?"


  "I could, but I can't stand looking at a dirty kitchen and she has half a dozen rooms to do when she gets here."


  "Fair point." He added sugar to his coffee and leaned back in his chair. "Let me finish this coffee and I'll give you a hand."


  "You don't have to." It was our way of 'taking things easy', doing little things together like the dirty dishes, or cooking dinner.


  "It's all right. I want to. If I go back out there too soon I may kill that horse."


  "I saw you were having some trouble."


  "Damn mustang." He set his mug down on the table and ran his hands through his hair. "It's a stubborn one."


  "Can you blame it?"


  "What the hell's that supposed to mean?"


  "It's hardly what it's used to, is it? It spends its life running free and then one day, it's not."


  Will pressed his lips together in a thin, tight line. "I never had you pegged as one of those people who think a free mustang is a happy one."


  "It's got to be a traumatic experience."


  He let loose a gusty sigh. "At least he has a chance of surviving in captivity. It's not all running free under the stars. It's a hard fucking life. If I hadn't bought him from the BLM auction, he'd be dog food by now."


  "I suppose so."


  "Better get those dishes done." He scraped his chair across the floor and headed for the sink. "You drying?"


  I picked up a towel.


  Will ran the water and watched the bubbles rise. A muscle twitched in his cheek. "You have to understand, not every creature thrives on freedom. Sometimes, you need to feel secure and settled. Sometimes you need to put down roots." He tossed the silverware into the water. "At least it'll never know hunger or be hunted. It'll always have shelter, water and care."


  I looked at him, at the stiffness in his shoulders. "Point taken."


  Will turned his attention to the plates. I stared out the window at the brilliant autumn sunshine and listened to the rattle of china.


  We washed up in silence. Not the companionable silence of the previous few weeks, this was a silence steeped in unspoken words. I thought about the fact that I'd been there for three months and that if it wasn't for the bed and breakfast being booked clear up to Thanksgiving, I'd throw my stuff in my car and move on.


  Will pulled the plug. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have got so snappy. I guess I'm just tired." He wiped a damp, soapy hand across his forehead.


  "I think we both are." I tried not to think about the full house that night, another busy dining room in the morning.


  "Roll on Thanksgiving, huh?" He offered me a smile.


  "Yeah." I smiled back, relieved those few awkward moments had passed. The house slipped another tether around me. I looked at Will and that tether tightened just a little.


  His fingers threaded through mine. "Are you happy here, Bryn?"


  "So far, so good."


  "Can I treat you to dinner tonight? I'll make something nice for the both of us."


  "I'd like that."


  He smiled again. "Good. Leave it to me. I'm going to surprise you."


  "Will I like it?"


  "I hope so." He brushed his lips briefly over mine. "Now I need to get back to work. I'll see you later."


  ****


  Hey,


  You're not allowed in the kitchen tonight. Dinner will be served at 7.30. Appetizers will be served in the living room beforehand.


  Hope you like it.


  Will.


  "Where would you recommend we go for dinner?" Mr. and Mrs. Douglas stood in the hallway, clutching their room key, I was pleased to note.


  "It depends what you want. There are a few good places on Main Street."


  "Mexican, I want a good Mexican meal." Mrs. Douglas dropped the key in her handbag.


  "Try Casa Verde. I hear they're pretty good."


  "Whatever you've got cooking in the kitchen smells nice. Pity you don't do evening meals here."


  The aroma of something good drifted beneath the closed door.


  "Sorry about that. We're still finding our way with the business. We may start doing evening meals at some point just not right now."


  "Well, I hope you do." Mrs. Douglas smiled and walked out the door, followed by her husband.


  The September evening had a chill to it. I closed the door behind them and retreated to the living room to wait for my mystery dinner. Will sang along with the radio, his voice almost in tune while he clattered about with pots and pans. I retrieved my book from a table and settled down to read.


  "Ah, here you are." Will strolled into the room. "I brought you a drink." He set a glass of wine on the coffee table along with a plate of things on crackers. "I'll join you in a minute." He kissed my forehead and left.


  I sipped the wine and studied the plate before selecting a cracker spread with some kind of cream cheese. Every cracker was different, arranged carefully on the plate. I tried to reconcile the cowboy with the man who'd prepared those.


  "Back." Will sank onto the sofa beside me. "I hope you're hungry."


  "Starving." I took another cracker.


  "Good." He sipped his wine and rested his arm around my shoulders.


  I settled beside him, glad of his presence. The scent of his aftershave drifted between us—juniper and lemon. "So what are we having?"


  "It's a surprise."


  "I can smell wine…and onions…and thyme."


  Will smiled and ran his hand through my hair. "No fishing. I'm not telling and no clues either. Have another cracker." He plucked one from the plate and held it to my lips. "This one has smoked salmon."


  I took a bite. "I love smoked salmon."


  "Good, so do I." He rose and closed the drapes against the cool dusk. "Come on, then. Bring your wine. Dinner is about to be served."


  I took his outstretched hand and let him lead me toward the kitchen.


  "Sorry it's not all candlelit and stuff. I should've served it in the dining room."


  "No, this is just fine."


  Will held the chair out for me. "Get yourself comfortable. I'll get the appetizer."


  I settled into my chair and watched him move with an easy grace around the room.


  He opened the oven and removed two small gratin dishes. "Hope you like scallops."


  "I haven't had those since…"


  Will set the dish on the table. "Coquille St Jacques. Enjoy."


  I stared at him for a moment. The aroma of cheese and white wine drifted upwards in an idle trail of steam. "It smells delicious."


  He speared a scallop with his fork and blew on it. "Hope it tastes as good as it smells."


  "I'll soon tell you." I fished a scallop out of the cheesy mess and tasted it, aware that Will watched me, a question in his eyes.


  "Well?"


  "Perfect. Haven't tasted better since LA."


  He grinned. "Thank Christ for that. I haven't made those before. I saw the scallops in the market and thought I'd give 'em a go."


  When the scallops were gone, I mopped up the sauce with a piece of French bread until the dish was pretty much clean.


  "So you enjoyed it, then." Will took the empty dishes away.


  "Very much. You can make that whenever you like."


  He returned to the table and poured out more wine. "Thanks."


  "I should be thanking you."


  "You haven't tried the main course. I used more wine for that."


  I raised my glass to him. "You can never have too much wine."


  Will returned the gesture "I figured I might as well use it all."


  He returned to the oven and removed a large casserole dish. "I decided to make it all French this evening. I thought you'd like that."


  "French is good. I like French cooking." I watched him ladle food onto a plate.


  "Here you go." He handed me the plate, filled with chicken, potatoes and peas. "Poulet Marengo."


  The heady aroma of white wine and herbs rose from the plate. The chicken fell away from the bone at a touch.


  Once again, Will waited while I tasted the first forkful, a hopeful light in his eyes.


  "Fantastic."


  "Really?"


  "Yes, really. This is as good, or better, than anything I've eaten in LA. Perhaps we should open for evening meals if you produce stuff like this."


  "No thanks. I can think of better things to do in the evenings and they don't involve cooking for guests. I'll cook my heart out for you but no one else."


  "I'm honored."


  He grinned. "You should be. I haven't cooked like this for years."


  We finished the main course in appreciative silence, while the radio cranked out more country songs, an incongruous soundtrack to the French cuisine.


  "Got room for dessert?" Will cleared the plates away.


  "You're kidding. I don't think so." I leaned back in the chair and looked at my distended stomach.


  He laughed. "No, me neither."


  I stared at my wine, doubting whether I had room for any of that. "That was one hell of a meal. Thank you."


  Will returned to the table and sat down. "You're welcome."


  "I should return the favor."


  "I'll hold you to that." He reached across the table and covered my hand with his. "Wanna dance?"


  "Sure."


  He crossed to the radio, pressed a button and popped in a CD. "It's country, I'm afraid. I made a mix."


  "That's fine. I'm used to your tastes now."


  Will flicked the main wall switch, leaving pools of light from beneath the cupboards. He slid one arm around my waist and took my hand, carefully threading his fingers through mine. "How's that?"


  "Just fine." I let him draw me close and rested my head on his shoulder.


  A plaintive male voice sang about spending time. I didn't catch all the words, but it sounded right and good. Just like shuffling in a sleepy circle in the middle of the kitchen was right and good.


  Will kissed my forehead and tightened his fingers through mine. "I think this might be the best date I've ever had."


  "I think you might be right."


  The song about spending time slipped seamlessly to another ballad.


  We kept dancing, the circle slower and smaller until we stopped, staring at each other in the dim amber light.


  Will slid his hand beneath my chin and brushed his thumb over my lips. "Do all the guests have their house keys?"


  "Yes. Did you not see that sign on the front door that tells them not to leave without their keys?"


  "So no one's going to be banging on the door at an inopportune moment."


  "No."


  Will shifted his hips over mine. "So we wouldn't be interrupted if we…?"


  "No." I pushed back, feeling the hardness of his dick beneath the denim. My own already strained against my fly. I leaned toward him and kissed his parted lips.


  "Come upstairs with me," he whispered.


  "Yes."


  Will took my hand and we wandered around the kitchen turning off lights before heading for the stairs. In his room, Will fumbled for the lamp switch while I waited, watching him.


  "How's that?"


  Soft lamplight fell across the bed. Will stood before me and slowly unfastened my shirt buttons. I did the same, noticing the quickening rise and fall of his chest with each button undone. He shrugged his shirt away and stepped out of his jeans.


  "Commando, eh?" I reached for him, curling my fingers around his dick, loving the heat and hardness of it


  His breath caught in his throat and he closed his eyes. I moved closer and ran my tongue along the clean line of his jaw. The scent of aftershave stole around me. His soft, long exhalation warmed my skin.


  I shivered when Will eased my jeans away. I helped him, kicking them to the side. He slid his fingers beneath the waistband of my shorts and brushed his thumb over the tip of my cock.


  "I don't know whether I want to fuck you hard, or take it nice and slow." He took a deep breath. "All I do know is that I want you so bad I can hardly speak."


  The heat in those words left me trembling. "I suppose we'd better get to bed, then."


  Will drew me toward the bed, flinging the covers back before he pulled me down onto the yielding mattress, onto him. He swept his hands down my back and clasped my ass cheeks. "Like this?"


  "Just like this." I shifted until my dick rubbed his.


  He groaned softly and covered my mouth with his. The space between us diminished to nothing. I kept moving, seeking the friction of Will's cock against mine. He pushed back and we fell into a steady, ever-quickening rhythm, rising and falling together, snatching breaths between desperate kisses.


  "Please…fuck…me." I nipped at his ear and rolled my hips, eliciting another breathless groan.


  He grinned and rolled me over before I could think. "I thought you'd never ask."


  I silenced him with another kiss, wanting to taste him, wanting to feel the press of his lips on mine.


  Will reached into the bedside cabinet and grabbed the lube and a condom. "This time I'm ready. I got these the last time I went into town." He ducked and kissed me. "I live in hope."


  I watched him sit back on his heels and unroll the condom, with great care, over his dick, followed by the lube. He set the bottle aside and slid his finger down past my balls, the liquid cool on my fevered skin.


  "Are you sure about this, Bryn?" Will's voice trembled.


  "Yes." I wrapped my hands around his arms, wanting to feel him, wanting to feel the muscles beneath his warm skin. "Never more sure."


  He leaned low, touched my jaw with his lips and slid one finger into me. His breathing quickened, tiny, swift gusts of air on my skin. I moved my hands to his back and let my fingers glide over smooth skin while he traced a slow and steady circle inside me, edging ever deeper.


  "All right?" Will's voice was a labored whisper. He slowly withdrew his finger.


  I nodded and threaded my fingers through his hair. "Just…do it." I wanted him inside me.


  He moved my legs back and apart and approached me on his knees. The mattress dipped. I watched Will take a deep breath as he used one hand to place his cock at my entrance. The lube brushed my skin and every damn nerve demanded more. When he edged in, the world spun and then paused. Will stopped and waited. Beyond the burn and the pressure, my body welcomed him. He looked at me, a question in his eyes.


  "I'm fine." I just about managed to string the words together when I reached for him once more.


  Will pushed into me with a low, shuddering moan, filling me. His arms shook and he waited, steadying himself before swooping to swirl his tongue around my nipples. I lifted my hips to force him in, wanting to absorb him, all of him. He gasped and then pulled back, almost withdrawing.


  "So…damn…tight." Will slammed in again and licked my throat, breathing fast and shallow.


  I reached for my cock, not sure it would take much, especially when Will shifted a little. His dick found that sweet spot, the one that made me shiver, made my hand fall away, while I sought purchase on the rumpled cotton quilt. I tightened my grip on the quilt with every steady thrust, every subtle twist and roll.


  Will screwed his eyes shut, head hanging and hair falling over his forehead. I pulled him close, needing his heat, needing the soft scrape of skin over skin. He devoured my lips with his, sighing into my mouth, swept his tongue over mine while he kept up his relentless rhythm, pounding to some hidden beat, weaving his pulse with mine. Somewhere, beyond the whisper of bedclothes and the gentle creak of the mattress, the rain began to fall, spattering on the night-darkened glass.


  Will wrapped his hand around my dick. "Come for me, Bryn. Please."


  The gentle squeeze and sweep of his callused hand was enough. I lifted my hips, taking all of him and then came with a cry. He followed, driving into me again and again, biting my shoulder between breaths until he stilled, shuddered and came.


  I caught him when he fell onto me, gathering him into my arms, weak and grateful. He caught his breath, his head tucked beneath my chin, shifting only to withdraw. Our breathing slowed in tandem. I moved my hand through his hair, smelling horses and sunlight. Everything ached in the best way possible. The rain quickened, driven by a gust of wind. It didn't matter. The room was warm and Will's weight pressed me into the yielding mattress.


  "Are you all right?" He lifted his head and trailed his lips along my jaw.


  "Yes." I held him closer. "Never better."


  "Good." He rolled away, sat up and removed the condom, knotting it and tossing it into a bin. He grabbed a handful of tissues from a box and scraped them over my skin, blotting up the drying evidence of my orgasm. "I'm glad to hear I haven't lost my touch."


  "Definitely not."


  Will tossed the tissues into the bin and returned to me, pulling the quilt over us both. He settled beside me, resting his head on my shoulder, all warmth and languid limbs. "Thank you."


  I kissed the upturned corner of his mouth, feeling stubble beneath my lips.


  Will wrapped his arm around me, pulling me close, until there was nothing between us. We fitted together well, huddled beneath the quilt while the autumn rain whispered against the window. Thanksgiving was only two months away. That door closed a little. I could see me staying. I felt the ties get a little stronger.


  ****


  I'd missed real autumns. LA's was nothing more than slightly cooler and shorter days so to see changing leaves and that frosty clarity to the late afternoon sky was a novelty. I stood on the porch and watched Will. The sorrel was putting up a fight, the muscles in its hind quarters bunched and tense as it plunged backwards, away from the man at the other end of the rope. It shook its head, trying to rid itself of the determined weight while Will held on, his lips set in a thin, tight line.


  I leaned against the rail. Apart from those five years in California, I'd been a drifter one way or another all my life. I'd planned on remaining that way until I came to Blue Forks.


  Will didn't know that I watched him, watched his strong and raw movements from the porch. The afternoon sun touched the clouds of dust and found copper in the sorrel's coat. It bathed Will in light and I knew, in that moment, while he was locked in this powerful dance of dominance with the big colt, that I had finally come home. The revelation stole my breath. I slumped onto a chair and set my coffee down.


  Thanksgiving was no longer an open door. The bed and breakfast was no longer a burden. It was only part of the reason I'd stay. The main reason was out in that corral subduing a horse.


  Will glanced toward the house and smiled. I smiled back while something inside lifted at the sight of him. The prospect of spending the rest of my life with him, our nights in that bed, dancing in the kitchen, made me want to rush across the dirt and tell him. Instead, I rose and went back into the house, needing a little time to gather the right words together.


  "You're very quiet tonight." Will settled beside me, drawing me close.


  I rolled over and let my hand stray across his chest, until it came to rest over his heart. His pulse quickened beneath my fingers.


  "I've been thinking, that's all."


  He covered my hand with his. "Good thoughts or bad thoughts?"


  "Good thoughts." I moved my fingers further down, loving how Will's breath caught in his throat when I ran my thumb around the rim of his dick.


  "Horny thoughts?"


  "Those too." I nipped at his earlobe. "In fact, they're winning at the moment."


  Will rolled on top of me. "Same here." He rocked his hips over mine and swept his tongue between my lips. "Horny thoughts work for me."


  I grabbed his ass and pushed back, seeking friction, wanting him inside me. "Then fuck me."


  He grinned. "I can do that."


  The doorbell sounded like a fire alarm.


  "Fuck." Will looked at me. "Doesn't everyone have their keys?"


  "There's only two rooms occupied tonight and they're both back from town."


  "Perhaps someone needs a room." He glanced at the alarm clock. "It's kinda late."


  I eased my way out from underneath him and gathered up my clothes. "I'll go and see. Wait there. I'll be back and I'll tell you my good thoughts."


  "I'm not going anywhere." Will grabbed my hand, pulled me close and kissed me. "Don't be too long."


  "I won't. I promise." I hurried into my clothes and ran down the stairs, hoping that the idiot leaning on the doorbell hadn't woken the other guests. This guest was going in the small room at the far end of the corridor…the one with the dripping faucet.


  I pasted on my best welcome smile and opened the door.


  A man stood on the porch, a suitcase resting beside him. "Is Will here?"


  I stared at him for a moment and then I stared at the suitcase. "Who wants to know?"


  "Tell him Terry's here."


  I stared at him again. Tall, as tall as Will, fair-haired, dressed as if he'd just walked out of his day job in an office somewhere. The ex.


  "Sure. Give me a minute." I stepped back and let him in. "Wait here."


  "Thanks." He dropped the suitcase in the hall.


  I summoned up the presence of mind not to tear up the stairs. Instead, I drew a deep breath and took my time, wondering how Will was going to take the return of his ex, complete with suitcase.


  "That was quick." Will threw the covers back, revealing a body I wanted—badly.


  "Not a guest…not as such."


  He sat up. "What's that supposed to mean. Is everything all right?"


  "That depends. It's Terry. . He's waiting downstairs with a suitcase."


  "You're kidding me." He reached for his jeans.


  "Tall, fair-haired, blue eyes, wearing a suit?"


  Will sighed. "Yeah, that's him. What the fuck does he want?"


  I watched him dress. "Judging by the size of his suitcase, I'd say he intends to stay awhile." I nearly choked on the words. I thought about what I was going to say before and those words just faded away. "I'll leave you to it. I'm going to bed."


  "Bryn, I'm sorry. I don't know what this is all about but it doesn't change…us."


  "So there is an us?"


  He kissed me. "I'd like to think there is."


  "So would I." I kissed him back, regretting the fact that I'd be sleeping alone in my own bed, wondering what the hell was going on.


  "He'll be gone by morning." Will buttoned his shirt and hastily tucked it in. "I'll see you tomorrow."


  I let him go and sought refuge in my own room. The house was too well built to even hear the faintest rumble of conversation from below. I huddled under the quilt in search of warmth, grateful that Will's scent lingered in the linen from the last time he'd slept in my room. I embraced the other pillow and fell asleep.


  Terry's car was still parked outside in the morning, hood garnished with damp leaves. I peered through the dining room window and found him leaning on the corral fence while Will worked with a horse.


  So much for being gone by morning.


  I returned to the kitchen to wash up after breakfast, trying not to slam pots and pans around, tempting as it was. When I'd finished and checked the guests out, I returned and helped myself to a coffee, sitting alone at the kitchen table. There was little point of waiting for Will to breeze in as he usually did.


  Give him a chance, for fuck's sake.


  I drank my coffee and stared through the screen door at the back porch, waiting like a devoted dog for the familiar clump of Will's footfall on the steps. They came soon enough, accompanied by the low rumble of conversation and another's footsteps. I kept my attention on my coffee and tried to pretend that everything was just fine.


  Will's grin was the same. He helped himself to a coffee, stooped to drop a kiss on the top of my head and sat down beside me. "Mornin'."


  "Morning." I smiled back at him, feeling foolish relief that some things remained unchanged.


  Terry grabbed a coffee and stared mutely at the sight of his ex sitting altogether too close to someone else. His eyebrows drew together when Will rested his arm across the back of my chair.


  "This is Terry," Will announced.


  I held out my hand and was rewarded with a clammy, weak clasp in return. "Nice to meet you." His cold blue stare said otherwise.


  "Nice to meet you too. Are you staying long?"


  He looked at Will. His Adam's apple bobbed. "I'm not sure. Will and I have some talking to do."


  Will stiffened beside me. His hand tightened around the coffee mug. "I've pretty much said all I want to say."


  "Well, I haven't."


  I didn't want to be there. Unspoken words burned between them. I wanted them out of the kitchen so I could do the day's baking in peace. I resisted the urge to kick Terry beneath the table. I hated to see the tense pallor on Will's face. The easy-going cowboy was gone, replaced by a quiet, unhappy man.


  I took a deep breath and waded in. "Dude, if Will's said his piece, maybe it is time you moved on. I'm not sure you want to outstay your welcome."


  "I'm not sure it's any business of yours." The chill in Terry's eyes deepened to Antarctic.


  "If you're staying in one of the guest rooms it is. I have a full house at the weekend."


  Will rested his hand on my arm. "It's all right, Bryn. He'll be long gone by then."


  I glared at Terry, because I could.


  He glared back. "You have plenty of other rooms."


  I finished my coffee. "I have baking to do. It's been interesting meeting you."


  Will set his coffee mug down. "I should get back to work. I have someone coming to look at a horse in an hour." He looked at Terry. "Whatever you have to say, you'd better say it quickly. I haven't the time for long, drawn-out discussions."


  "Not here." Terry scraped his chair across the floor and stood up. "Somewhere private."


  Will shrugged. "Let's get it over with." He rose and walked toward the screen door.


  Terry followed without a backwards glance.


  I resisted the childish urge to shoot him the bird as the door slammed closed behind him.


  I pulled the last batch of cookies from the oven and heard the front door slam. Moments later, Will swept into the kitchen and sank into a chair. "Thank Christ that's over."


  "He's gone?"


  "No. He's gone for a walk to cool off." He ran his fingers through his hair and stared at the tabletop. "I forgot how good he was at the emotional blackmail thing. Somehow, I'm now the bad guy because I didn't try hard enough to stop him leaving."


  I sat down across from him. "Are you all right?"


  Will raked his hands from his hair and down his face. "I'll live. It just brought back up a lot of bad memories, you know? It's been years and I'd put it all behind me."


  "Doesn't he get that you're not interested anymore?" I hoped that was the case.


  "He wants another chance."


  "After six fucking years?" I hid my trembling hands under the table. It wasn't my place to plead. I had no right. It's not like we'd talked about anything serious, about love. I wish I had. .


  God, Will. Please don't take him back.


  "We went through a lot together." Will looked at me. Torment in his voice.


  "Does that mean you're thinking about it?"


  "I don't know what to think." He stood up, nearly toppling the chair. "I need to be alone for a while. I'm sorry."


  The screen door slammed behind him. I stared at my hands for a while and wondered what the fuck to do.


  I ate my sandwich in unaccustomed solitude, accompanied by the low rumble of conversation in the living room. Will and Terry had been locked in there since Terry returned from his walk. The fact that the conversion seemed to be even and unpunctuated by raised voices had me mentally packing my bags. Terry was obviously talking Will around. All the words I wanted Will to hear faded away to silence. I picked at my sandwich and decided that, once the guests were checked in, I'd throw my stuff in the car and move on.


  I hadn't expected it to hurt as much as it did.


  I tossed the uneaten sandwich away and headed upstairs to pack.


  "What are you doing?" Will stood on the porch while cold rain sheeted from the roof.


  I shoved my bag into the trunk and slammed the lid down. "Leaving. As soon as tonight's guests have checked in." I scarcely felt the rain.


  "Why?"


  I nodded toward Terry's car, parked beside mine, already covered in wet leaves. "Do you have to ask?"


  "Bryn…"


  "The longer he's here, the more likely he'll stay. For someone who walked away from you six years ago, you're giving him a lot of time. I could give you the usual crap about the house not being big enough for three of us, but I don't think you need to be told that because it's fucking obvious." I took a deep breath. "I don't have any kind of claim on you. We slept together a few times and we made no promises. I'd say that means I can leave."


  "What if I don't want you to?" Will walked down the steps.


  "You can't have it both ways, if that's what you're thinking." I pushed past him. "Let me finish packing so I can be out of here."


  "Bryn…" He grabbed my arm. "Don't."


  I shrugged him off. "Give me a reason why I should stay and I'll think about it."


  The door slammed behind me. Terry leaned in the living room doorway, arms folded across his chest. "Everything all right?"


  "Fuck off, Terry." I stormed up the stairs before I gave in to the urge to punch that smug grin off his bland face.


  I put my best smile on to welcome the guests. I gave them the usual polite lecture about keys and showed them to their rooms, which were nice and warm to combat the gathering chill outside. The rain had turned to sleet, fat snowflakes sliding down the windows. Not the best time to be driving but it had to be done.


  I shoved the last few bits and pieces into my overnight bag and headed down the stairs. Will was nowhere to be seen. Terry wasn't around either. No doubt they were kissing and making up somewhere. I didn't want to know. I slung the bag into the back seat and leaned against the car for a moment. Terry's car was still there, covered in leaves and obviously set to remain for some time. I glanced towards the barn. The clunk of buckets echoed across the yard. It was feeding time and Will would be there, seeing to his horses.


  It would be petty not to say goodbye, as much as it would hurt. I took a deep breath and headed toward the barn. The cold rain made it worse. I pulled my collar up and splashed through the mud.


  Jaime glanced up from the hay bale he was splitting. "You looking for the boss?"


  "Yeah. I just came to say goodbye."


  He shook his head. "I wish you wouldn't, dude. He needs you."


  His words brought a twist to my guts. "Where is he?"


  Jaime shrugged. "I don't know. He called me and told me to go ahead and start feeding."


  "Thanks. I'll…I don't know what I'll do."


  "Take a walk and think. Don't do anything hasty. He's trying to sort it all out. I don't know what's going on with that Terry jerk, but I do know he wants you to stay." He put his hand on my arm for a moment. "He's been happier since you've been here. Happier than he's been for a long time."


  "All right. I'll think. I'll take a walk. But if Terry's still here when I get back, I'm…"


  "Screw Terry. He's an asshole. Just think about Will."


  I left Jaime and walked back out into the rain and sleet, collar turned up against the biting wind. The last of the season's leaves swept across the yard. I headed down the long drive. To the road and back would be long enough for me to think. Except, I couldn't. My head was a tangled mess of longing for Will and anger at Terry for appearing out of the blue and fucking things up. I was pissed at myself, at the weather, at life in general.


  The sleet quickened, driving me off the track and into the dubious shelter of the trees. The moving branches flung droplets of icy water into my face. Wet leaves squelched under my boot heels. I wanted to turn around, crawl into Will's arms and stay there forever.


  "What the hell are you doing?" Will's voice was almost lost beneath the wind and rain.


  I turned around. Will, hair plastered to his head by the downpour, droplets running down his face. Anger and hurt warred in his eyes.


  "Thinking." I shoved my hands into my pockets. I knew if I touched him, I'd give in.


  "Don't leave me, Bryn. Please."


  I looked at him, at eyelashes spiked by the rain. My throat tightened and choked the words I wanted to say. "I should go."


  "No. You need to stop running, Bryn. Even tumbleweeds have to stop rolling some time. Stay with me. If you don't, Terry wins. He'll think he has a chance. Stay."


  I touched his face.


  He closed his eyes and covered my hand with his. "I need you."


  How long had it been since someone had said that to me and really meant it? "I think I need you too." I did. God, when I felt his fingers curl through mine, I knew it. I knew I didn't want to be anywhere else. Telling Will I loved him could wait until the moment was right.


  "Thank Christ for that." The sleet turned to snow around us. Flakes clung to Will's hair and shoulders. "Now will you come home with me? It's fucking cold out here."


  "Do we get to throw Terry out?"


  "He'll throw himself out." Will leaned close, his breath warm on my lips. "Then I'm taking you upstairs and I'm going to fuck you senseless."


  I swallowed, suddenly and painfully hard.


  He took my hand. We walked back along the track, side-stepping the puddles as the snow swirled through the trees. I wanted to be in bed, to shut the door on the world and make love beneath the autumn-colored quilt.


  Terry waited in the hall, twirling his car keys around his fingers. "I wondered where you'd got to."


  "Now you know." Will slung his coat over the banister. "Are you leaving now?"


  "I don't suppose I'm going to change your mind, am I?"


  "No." Will slid his arm around my waist and pulled me close.


  "You're going to throw away everything we had for him?"


  "You threw everything away when you left. Coming back here with a suitcase and an apology was never going to be enough." Will's fingers curled into my sweater.


  Terry's cheeks flushed red. His eyes glittered. "Bastard." He glared at me. "Pleased with yourself?"


  "I haven't done anything. All I did was decide to stay."


  "And haven't you got yourself a cushy set-up. Looking after a few bed and breakfast guests in exchange for all this. What did you say you did for a living?"


  "I didn't say." I kept my hands still.


  "So you just fetched up on Will's doorstep and here you are. Set for life."


  "Are you deliberately looking to get punched or are you just like this all the time?" I stepped toward him, ignoring Will's sharp intake of breath. "You're an annoying asshole. If you want a black eye, I'd be happy to give you one before you leave."


  I stepped back again. Will deserved better.


  "I think it's time you were leaving, Terry." Will retrieved my hand.


  Terry tossed his car keys into the air and snatched them back. "Yeah. I'll leave you both to deal with the local rednecks and the gossip. I'd wish you well but…no."


  "Allow me." I opened the front door for him.


  A cold wind sent flakes of snow flurrying onto the door mat.


  Terry picked up his suitcase and pushed past me. I'm sure if he had a skirt, he would've swished it with indignation. Instead, he strode down the steps, opened the trunk of his leaf-covered car and tossed the case in, before slamming the lid down. He didn't even stop to wipe the leaves from the windshield before he started the car, turned it around in a furious half-circle and sped down the drive, spraying mud, gravel and water in his wake.


  Will closed the door and leaned against it. "Thank fuck for that."


  "He won't be back, will he?"


  "No." He took my hand and raised it to his lips. "I think he finally got the message."


  "Good."


  "Come here." Will put his hands on my waist.


  I moved toward him and let him wrap his arms around me.


  "It's nearly Thanksgiving."


  "Yes." I slid my hand beneath his jeans, feeling his hardness.


  "We'll have a whole month of peace and quiet before the guests come back." His lips were warm on my ear. "We'll have to think of something to keep us occupied."


  "I can't imagine what." My legs shook when Will swept his hands over my ass.


  "Shall we go upstairs so I can show you?"


  "Yes please."


  He took my hand and I followed him to his room. We threw off our clothes in a frenzy and crawled beneath the covers, seeking refuge from the onset of winter. Will enveloped me, all fire and passion. Soft sighs warmed my skin while he trailed his lips over my chest and further south.


  "God, Bryn. What you do to me."


  I almost forgot to breathe when he swirled his tongue around the tip of my dick. "It works both ways."


  Will grinned and reached for the lube and a condom. "Let me show you how much I need you."


  I glanced between us, at the way our dicks brushed against each other as Will moved, creating a friction that left me breathless and weak with wanting him. I was already halfway there. I watched him sit back on his heels and roll the condom over his cock with a steady hand. The lube glinted in the snowy late-afternoon light, the same light that brushed Will's skin with shadow.


  "Are you ready?"


  "Christ, yes." It was all I could do to breathe, let alone speak.


  He parted my legs and raised them so that they rested on his shoulders, and moved forward. I reached for him, curling my hand around his neck.


  Will took a deep breath and pushed in, knocking the breath from me. He paused and smiled. "All right?"


  I nodded, beyond rational speech.


  "Good." He leaned to kiss me while he moved slowly, patiently.


  I forgot about Terry, about guests, about everything. Will was all there was. He filled me and I took him in, falling into the steady, easy rhythm he set. Each thrust was marked by feverish desperate kisses. He wound his fingers through my hair and trailed his lips from my mouth, to my jaw, to my neck.


  "Jesus, Bryn." He gasped and quickened.


  I put my hand on my prick and palmed it, knowing it wouldn't take long, especially when Will twisted and rolled his hips to find my sweet spot—that odd little bundle of nerves. My fingers convulsed around my dick.


  Will pushed deeper. He ducked to kiss me, catching my tongue between his teeth. I moved my hand, trying to keep up with his thrusts, trying to breathe.


  "I think…" He paused for moment, suspended. His dick poised. "I'm going to come."


  "Fine by me," I gasped.


  "Hang on for the ride of your life, sunshine." He grinned and lunged forward once more.


  I swear I saw stars. I forgot to breathe. Everything pooled in my groin. I came with a cry and Will followed, collapsing onto me with a sigh. We held onto each other in the silence while the snow slid down the window and the afternoon slipped toward twilight.


  "Glad you decided to stay." Will trailed his hand over my chest.


  "So am I."


  He lifted his head to look at me. "You are?"


  "Hell, yes." I stroked his hair and let my fingers stray to his stubble.


  "My Tumbleweed has finally stopped rolling."


  "Yes."


  I bade a silent goodbye to the open road and rested in Will's arms. I was home.


  THE END
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  A well-cared-for cottage, sided with natural planks, sits at the edge of river or lake, completely surrounded by trees. A deck with comfortable chairs spans the entire width, with an attached dock at water level.


  [image: ]


  Dear Author,


  For the past three years the two men who live here have been blissfully happy. Their love has made this house a home and their relationship gets stronger every day. Today a knock on their door will change everything. One of them hasn't been entirely honest and the gorgeous man on their doorstep has secrets to tell.


  Sincerely,


  Susan
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  "So you're him, huh?"


  Kyle's brows knit and he couldn't hide his confusion. "What?"


  The stranger who stood in the doorway snorted, as if Kyle's ignorance was truly an inconvenience for him. Sweeping his gaze over the frustrated stranger, Kyle admitted, at least to himself, that the guy was good-looking, with high cheekbones, a straight nose, full lips, and a full head of thick brown hair. But the look in his eyes worried him. They were cool, calculating, and the slate gray color seemed to see right through him.


  "You're Damian's Adelfi Psychi. His mate." The guy rolled his eyes, shifting his weight in agitation, and muttered, "Gods, has he really not said anything to you yet?" After running a bronzed hand through his hair again, he returned his focus to Kyle. "His husband?"


  The man's wording confused him, and the erratic emotions flitting across his face concerned Kyle. Instead of answering, he asked, "I'm sorry. Who are you?"


  "Babe, who's at the door?"


  Damian's voice echoed through their lakeshore home. The stranger's lips curved into a shit-eating grin and relief filled his gray eyes. "Damian's home! Fantastic! Let him know Darius is here."


  Kyle still didn't like the way the guy was looking at him, or his attitude, but he could see no reason to deny the man's request. Especially since Darius already knew that his husband was home. "Wait here," he growled. Pushing the door halfway closed, Kyle walked the few steps down the hallway to the dining room where Damian waited at the table for him, so they could continue eating their supper.


  "There's a guy named Darius at the door asking for you," he said. Kyle was surprised to see his husband's naturally golden skin pale at his words.


  "Darius?" He whispered the question, as if he didn't want the words to be true.


  Kyle nodded, his concern increasing at his lover's reaction. Just who is this guy? He crossed the room and sank his fingers into Damian's thick dark hair, surprised when he realized the brown shade was nearly identical to the guy at the door. He tilted Damian's head back and stared into his husband's vibrant green eyes. Damian's distress caused lines of tension around his full lips, and Kyle felt an almost overwhelming urge to soothe him. He pecked a kiss on his lips. "Yes, honey. He said his name is Darius. Do you know him?"


  Damian's lips parted, and his tongue darted out, wetting them. "Yeah. Maybe. I have a brother named Darius," he admitted.


  Kyle cocked his head and stared at his husband of two and a half years. He didn't even bother hiding his shock. "You mean from your family that disowned you for being gay? What do you think he's doing here?"


  "Aw, is that what you told him, Damian? That we kicked you out of the family for being gay? Couldn't you have come up with something more original?"


  Kyle jerked his head around, anger flooding him. How dare the stranger have the audacity to just walk into their home without an invitation! And to find him leaning against the kitchen bar, his arms crossed, and a cocky grin on his face, no less. Kyle wanted to deck the guy. But if Darius really was his husband's brother, that wouldn't be appropriate.


  "Hello, Damian. It's good to see you again," Darius murmured, the mirth in his eyes fading to be replaced by affection as he stared at Damian. It certainly wasn't the look of a man who was disgusted with his brother.


  Looking down at his husband, Kyle became even more perplexed. He watched Damian rise from the chair, cross the room, and pull Darius into a back-pounding hug. When they drew apart, Damian was grinning widely. "It's good to see you, too, brother." Concern flickered over his lover's expression, dimming his happiness. "But what are you doing here?"


  Darius's gaze glanced toward Kyle, who waited by the table, still confused and waiting to see what would happen next. This had to be the oddest reunion he'd ever witnessed.


  "I'm sorry, Damian. I couldn't stop it. Father found out."


  Damian's skin once again paled. "He found out," he choked out. Not liking the near agony resonating in his husband's tone, Kyle crossed to the man. Pleasure immediately filled him when Damian pulled Kyle close into a tight embrace. He heard Damian swallow hard. "Is he coming here?"


  "Yes. I wanted to give you warning, but I think he's only a day behind me," Darius admitted.


  "A day," Damian whispered.


  Kyle felt his husband's body shudder against him and he reflexively tightened his arms. "Hey, surely your father can't be that bad," he crooned, rubbing his hands over Damian's back, massaging his spine.


  Whoever this guy's father was really freaked his poor husband out. Over the three years they'd known each other, Damian hadn't said much about his family. Ninety-nine-percent of the time he'd instantly shut down and change the subject if his parents or siblings were brought up. One night when they were both drunk, Damian had let slip that his father was a powerful man and had a number of other children from three different wives. Once he'd sobered, Kyle hadn't been able to get anything else out of him, and not wanting to drive a wedge between them over something from Damian's past, he'd let it go. It wasn't like it affected them. Kyle didn't talk to his family either.


  Damian sucked in a breath, obviously trying to pull himself together. He eased back and cupped Kyle's face, staring down at him intently for several seconds. To his amazement, Damian sealed his lips over Kyle's and kissed him, hard. His husband pressed his tongue against Kyle's lips and he immediately opened to him. Plunging in deep, Damian held his head steady as he stroked his tongue inside, plundering Kyle's mouth in an all-consuming kiss, as if branding him.


  By the time Damian lifted his head, Kyle's lungs burned from lack of oxygen, his dick was so hard it pressed painfully against his jeans, and he could think of nothing but feeling his lover bend him over the nearest flat surface or chair and fill him with the thick ridge pressing against his own. Sadly, the fear simmering in Damian's green eyes told him that wasn't going to happen even before his husband spoke the words that Kyle knew would bring his world crashing down around him.


  "There are some things I haven't been completely honest about."


  A high-pitched laugh escaped Kyle before he could stop it. He took a shallow gasp and backed out of Damian's arms, needing a bit of space. "What things?"


  Damian followed him, not letting more than a foot of distance get between them. He brought up a hand and tried to guide him to the sofa. "Maybe we should sit."


  Kyle noticed that Darius had moved to stand near the sliding glass doors that opened to their back deck. The deck was half built over the still bayou waters and connected to a dock where they kept a small fishing boat. It was where he and Damian had spent so many mornings enjoying their first cups of coffee or tea as they'd watched nature come to life. Somehow, seeing the other man enjoy their special view made everything worse.


  He glared at his husband and planted his fists on his hips. "Tell me what the hell is going on, Damian," he demanded. "What have you lied about?" Just saying those words had bile rising up his throat, but Kyle swallowed it down.


  "Almost all of it," Damian admitted.


  Kyle blanched. "What— What does that mean? You don't love me? We're not married? You have a wife and kids somewhere? What!?!" His voice rose with every word, every possibility he spoke made his stomach roll harder. Suddenly, Kyle realized he wouldn't be able to keep down the few bites of supper he'd taken before Darius had interrupted them. He turned and sprinted for the bathroom, just making it in time to spill the contents of his belly into the toilet.


  ****


  "Oh, you totally fucked that up, brother."


  Damian stared after his retreating lover, his heart, his Adelfi Psychi. "Shut up," he growled, glaring at Darius. "This is all your fault," he snarled, even though he knew it wasn't the truth. He should have told Kyle years ago about his family, about himself. Now, as he hurried to the bathroom and toward the sounds of his retching husband, he could only pray it wouldn't be too late to repair the damage he'd done.


  He found Kyle sitting next to the toilet, his forehead resting against the cold porcelain, his eyes closed. Even pale and wan, his brows furrowed in emotional turmoil, Kyle was the most stunning man Damian had ever seen. He loved the way Kyle's lean, five-foot-eleven build tucked so well against his own six-foot-two body. He loved tracing Kyle's high cheekbones, angular jaw, and arched brows with his lips before he nibbled Kyle's sinfully tempting thin lips. He loved gently sucking on the bottom one before opening his husband's mouth wide and plunging in deep to taste his natural masculine flavor.


  Just thinking about it had Damian's shaft filling and he had to turn away. Focusing on preparing a cool cloth for Kyle's face gave him a moment to get his overactive libido under control. It didn't matter how many times he made love to Kyle, it was always the same, and always would be, until the day he drew his last breath. Now, how could he explain to his husband of over two and a half years that he was a merman, his father was a member of the royal court, and since Damian had found his Adelfi Psychi, it gave Damian the right to join that court as well and take over his father's duties? Oh, and Kyle's life could be in danger, since his older brother still hadn't found his own mate, and wouldn't be too pleased by being replaced as next in line.


  He settled on his knees next to Kyle and wiped his love's face gently. "I'm sorry I completely fucked that up, baby," he whispered, handing him a capful of mouthwash. "Please, I beg you. Let me explain."


  After rinsing his mouth and spitting into the toilet, Kyle gave him a narrow-eyed stare. "You have two minutes before I gather enough strength to stand up and slug you."


  Kyle's muttered words made him smile faintly. That was his baby, strong, levelheaded, slow to anger, and wonderfully passionate once he made up his mind about something. Relief filled Damian that Kyle didn't stop him from continuing his soothing ministrations. He needed to touch his mate right now, mostly to assure himself that he hadn't fled. But would Kyle do just that once he heard Damian's explanation? He prayed he wouldn't.


  Knowing he had a lot of information to share, he started with Kyle's earlier questions. "I love you more than my own life, which is one of the reasons I didn't tell you this before," he admitted.


  Kyle cracked an eyelid open, looking at him with a clear expression of disbelief.


  Damian held up his free hand. "I'll come back to that," he promised. "I don't have a wife. I don't have kids. My family didn't kick me out because I'm gay. Most of us are all pretty much bisexual, although we often have a preference."


  "Us?" Kyle whispered. "You mean your brothers and sisters?"


  Damian shook his head. Taking the plunge, he replied, "No. I mean my race. My kind." He sucked in a breath at Kyle's lifted brows. Letting out a sigh, he dropped the first bombshell. "Kyle, I'm not human. I'm a Briny Nix, a water spirit. What you'd call a merman," he added, elaborating when Kyle's disbelieving look turned to confusion.


  Kyle barked out a surprised laugh, his entire expression one of disbelief and shock. "I'm sorry. What?"


  "I can prove it, Kyle," he replied.


  His lover waved a hand in front of him, and Damian rocked back on his heels. Even though it was the exact opposite of what he wanted to do, grab onto his mate and never let go, he gave Kyle the space he knew his husband asked for.


  Kyle rose and headed into the bedroom without a word. He pulled a suitcase from the closet and started piling clothes into it. He watched his husband for several seconds, disbelief rocking his system, before Damian gasped, ran to the bed, and tried to wrestle the bag away from Kyle.


  "What are you doing?" he squawked, hardly recognizing his own panicked voice.


  "If you wanted to move on, you should have just told me. You didn't have to make up wild stories," Kyle roared, glaring angrily, although Damian could see the hurt and pain in the man's brown eyes. "I would think you should at least have enough respect for me to give me that much."


  "I'm not lying! Not this time!" Damian added. "I'm really not human. You can't leave me, damn it. You're my Adelfi Psychi. My soul mate," he cried, his heart breaking into a million pieces when he realized Kyle was ignoring his words.


  Hearing a throat clearing, he glanced over his shoulder to see Darius standing in the bedroom doorway. "Show him."


  "Shit, I didn't want to do it this way," Damian whispered, but as he watched Kyle close the suitcase, he realized he had no choice.


  Using the increased strength he'd always kept in check around his human mate, Damian grabbed Kyle's shoulder and spun him around to face him. Then he forced the struggling man back a few steps until his back was pinned against the wall. He allowed his hands to shift into the claws he used to fight other mermen and sliced them into the plaster and wood wall next to Kyle's head. He'd never actually hurt his mate, but he needed to make a point.


  Kyle's eyes widened in shock, his focus fixed on Damian's clawed hand six inches from his face. "Holy shit."


  "Yes," Damian whispered back, letting other changes take place, scales on his arms, the razor-sharp battle fin at his elbow, the canines he repeatedly sank into the mating mark on Kyle's shoulder when he mounted him. He changed for only a few seconds, just enough to prove his words, that Damian really wasn't human.


  "Oh, my god," Kyle murmured. "What are you?"


  "I told you, Kyle," he replied softly, returning his features back to look human. "I'm a Briny Nix, a water spirit, and you are my Adelfi Psychi, my soul mate." He smiled slightly. At least Kyle was listening now, and he hadn't shoved him away. They stood toe-to-toe, hip to hip, chest to chest. "Think back when we met, love," he pleaded. "You told me yourself that you'd never fucked on the first date before, but you couldn't help yourself with me. That's because your soul felt the draw to mine. Something in you recognized that we were meant to be together."


  Kyle was nodding, but his eyes were a bit glazed. Not wanting to overload his mate, he pecked a kiss to his lips and then grinned. "You always give me a hard time about swimming in the bayou all year long. Now you know why it doesn't bother me," he teased.


  His mate finally truly focused on him, his gaze searching his face. "Right, that makes sense," he whispered after a second. Damian grinned, pleased they were making headway, but then Kyle's eyes rolled to the back of his head and if Damian hadn't been pressed against him, his limp body would have dropped like a stone.


  ****


  "Gods, you really suck at this. No wonder you never told him."


  "Shut the hell up, Darius. I trusted you to keep father off my back. You know I never wanted to be his heir," Damian snapped back.


  "Then you shouldn't have gone to Baton Rouge. I told you Victor was living there now," his husband's brother countered.


  Damian groaned. "Ugh. I forgot you told me that."


  Kyle stayed still, letting the two voices roll through his mind as he slowly returned to consciousness. What the hell happened? He searched his memory, trying to remember why he was lying on the bed, still clothed except for his shoes, with a throw blanket tucked around him. Then he remembered, and he had to force his body to take several long deep breaths to keep his brain from panicking all over again.


  The bed dipped next to him and fingers ruffled through his hair in a familiar soothing way. Except now everything was different. Kyle jerked away and scrambled up to press his back against the headboard. The hurt look on his husband's face, like he'd just kicked his favorite puppy, nearly had Kyle crawling into Damian's lap. Instead, he held up a hand and softly said, "I'm still assimilating. Please, just give me a little more time."


  "Are you going to reject me?" Damian whispered the question, hardly able to meet Kyle's eyes.


  He immediately shook his head, and Kyle realized the unconscious decision was completely accurate. Unless … "Do you act different around me than anyone else?"


  Damian frowned. "I … I don't think I understand the question," he admitted.


  Kyle nibbled his bottom lip for a second, brows scrunching as he tried to figure out exactly what he wanted to know as well. Letting out a sigh, he leaned forward and touched Damian's cheek. He watched Damian nuzzle into his palm for a second, then Kyle asked, "Your personality, I guess. Are you different when you're with your… people? Would you treat me different? Is that why you've kept us separate?"


  "I will always treat you with love and compassion, my heart," Damian answered quickly. "Even if we were in my people's court, it would be no different, and you would be treated with the same respect deemed appropriate for my station."


  Shaking his head, Kyle grimaced. "I have no idea what that means. Why didn't you trust me enough to tell me about this?" That was really the crux of the problem, wasn't it? "I feel like you didn't trust me," he repeated.


  He watched Damian's face fall, a grimace crossing the handsome man's features. "It's not that I didn't trust you, Kyle," Damian murmured. "I had planned to tell you."


  "When?" he asked incredulously. "We've been married over two and a half years. We've lived together for over three. How you talked me into moving in with you after only knowing you for two weeks is still a mystery to me," he admitted. Once upon a time, Kyle hadn't believed in love at first sight, but Damian had made him believe it. Now he wondered if that faith had been misplaced.


  Damian reached out and took his hand. Kyle let him, suddenly feeling cold and needing his husband's warmth and comfort, needing his lover to tell him everything was okay.


  "I was afraid," Damian whispered.


  Kyle cocked his head, his brows drawing down in confusion. His husband was the most self-assured man he knew, strong, confident, the epitome of everything masculine. It had shocked Kyle when the man had approached him at the diner. He never would have guessed that Damian was gay. "Why? What could you possibly be afraid of?"


  Damian let out a shuddering breath, then met Kyle's gaze with a soulful look. "Losing you, Kyle. You're everything to me. At first I didn't tell you because I wanted you to get to know me, then I wanted you to fall in love with me. By that time, I'd convinced you to marry me, so I worried if I told you that you'd call it off, then I worried it was too late to share something that life changing," he whispered, anguish ringing through his voice. "You'd think everything I ever told you was a lie, just like you do now." A tortured expression twisted his features, and Damian dropped his gaze, focusing on their joined hands.


  Kyle squeezed the hand he held, then moved his other to cup Damian's jaw, encouraging him to look him in the eye. "Tell me now. Tell me everything."


  Nodding, Damian shifted position, bringing their knees into contact on the bed. Sparks of desire crawled up his skin at just that simple contact. Just like always when they were this close, Kyle wanted to pull his lover close and say to hell with everything else. But he fought the urge, knowing he needed answers more than he needed sex.


  His husband ran a hand through his brown hair, his mouth opening and closing a couple times as he seemed to struggle to find the right words. "I told you I'm a Briny Nix," he finally started. "We're just one of a myriad of what you'd call paranormal creatures out there." Kyle's brows shot up at that little revelation, but Damian held up his hand, cutting off any questions. "Let me get through this," he whispered. "Please. I'll answer anything once I'm done."


  Kyle jerked his chin in a semblance of a nod, willing his husband to continue.


  "My kind have been here for millennia. We've watched the progression of man, and for the most part, we'd always stayed out of humans' way." His smile turned brittle for a second as he said, "When our ancestors crossed paths, it's the stuff of myth and legend when it didn't turn out so well. Most of the time, I can sadly say it's because my people didn't have respect for humans as a species until a few centuries ago."


  He grimaced and shook his head, before refocusing on his story. "With the dawning of technology that could map the smallest crevice of the ocean floor, we realized we needed to send some of our people back among you to keep the rest of us safe." Damian smiled slightly and lifted a hand as if to touch Kyle before letting it drop.


  "Briny Nix live several hundred years, but don't reproduce nearly as often," he admitted, "because many of us spend our time searching the globe for the one soul that will complete us. Our Adelfi Psychi," he elaborated. "Some get tired of searching. They find someone they care about, or someone they're willing to reproduce with, settle into one form, and have children."


  With so much information being thrown at Kyle, he struggled to keep up. When Damian paused for breath, he latched onto the last confusing phrase he'd heard. "Settle into one form? What does that mean?" He'd already seen his husband's hands and arms change, and his teeth, and wasn't that just the freakiest thing he'd ever seen? Could they change even more?


  "Mermen can shift shapes, their forms based on ancestry and sometimes area. The nobility don't turn into an animal, but their skin and fins turn into lethal weapons," Damian explained, the look in his eyes expressing his concern at Kyle's reaction. "Others, like those who are guards, turn into what many would consider sea monsters. Massive marine animals that keep us safe from any who'd attack us or invade our territory. Then there are some who turn into whales, or orcas, and sometimes even sharks or fish. Regardless of what their aquatic animal form is, their base form is a merperson, and they can all become human."


  Kyle's head was spinning again. He didn't know what to think, how to make sense of everything his husband had just dumped on him. Whatever expression passed over Kyle's face had Damian stiffening. The man, the Briny Nix, tried to pull his hand away, but Kyle tightened his grip, not letting the man get away. "No, just let me absorb for a moment," he whispered harshly.


  Watching through his lashes, he saw Damian's jaw clench. Why the hell was his lover upset? Kyle was the one whose life was just turned upside-down. A flash of anger surged through him, and he glared at Damian. "That was a shit-load of information you just dropped on me," he snapped. Kyle knew he shouldn't let his temper get the better of him, but he couldn't seem to help it.


  Damian's features immediately took on a pained expression. "I know, my heart. I am sorry."


  He took several deep breaths, trying to calm his racing pulse and get his thoughts in order. What he'd just been told seemed unbelievable, but he had a funny feeling his husband would be all too happy to prove it. And before true belief seeped into him, Kyle probably would need that.


  After several minutes of silence, he lifted his gaze and took in the worried crease marring his husband's brows. "So what about you?"


  Cocking his head, Damian frowned. "What do you mean?"


  "You told me a hell of a lot about your kind," he said, waving a hand distractedly, "but you never really told me about you. What about your family? Why does your father coming concern you so much? Will he be disappointed you took me… a human… as your lover?"


  Damian's brows shot up. "No! Oh, gods, no! That's not it at all," he quickly assured. "Kyle, I—" He paused. "Can I hold you, please? I need to touch you, make certain you're still here."


  He whispered the admission and Kyle smiled largely, unable to hide the pleasure Damian's confession caused him. Kyle slowly stood and peeled off his clothes, stripping to his boxers. He saw the heat of desire light up his lover's eyes and smiled, knowing they probably wouldn't do anything about it for quite a bit, but it felt good nonetheless to be that wanted.


  "Join me."


  It took only a moment for Damian to add his clothes to the pile and crawl under the covers next to him. Damian reached for him and Kyle went to him willingly. Settling his head on Damian's broad chest, he gently ordered, "Tell me about your family."


  ****


  Damian relaxed into the mattress, his arms wrapped securely around his Adelfi Psychi, and everything felt right in the world. He knew his husband was trying hard to accept, to understand, and for that he'd feel forever grateful. He prayed to whatever gods would listen that since his human hadn't yet run screaming for the hills, what he was about to share wouldn't change that.


  "I'm one of three sons from my father's first mate," he whispered. "Darius is my younger full-brother. My other full-brother is Drake. Only the three of us are eligible to receive my father's title and position in the Nixie Court."


  "Nixie Court?"


  The concerned, whispered words had Damian tightening his grip on his husband, as if that act alone could keep him from mentally withdrawing. "Yes. My father is an elder on the court, the Second Duke. He's nearing the end of his life and has been encouraging all of us to take a mate for some time. He didn't care which of us," he added. "According to Nixie law, whichever child from an elder's first mating who takes a mate of their own will be granted that elder's title and position."


  Kyle's brows drew down. "That's an odd way to do it. Even a bit progressive if it includes females."


  Chuckling, Damian replied, "Yes, that includes our women, and any male who says they're weak is either foolish or just plain stupid. I've seen some of the most lethal intrigue played out between women." He pressed a soft kiss to Kyle's forehead, knowing they had to get back on track. "My mother was my father's first mate," he murmured. "I am the middle of three sons, but I'm the first to take a mate."


  He waited for Kyle to put the pieces together. It didn't take long. "Oh," his husband breathed the word out slowly. His muscled body tensed in Damian's arms. "That means …"


  When no more words were forthcoming, Damian nodded. "Yeah. That's why my father's coming. He wants me to take over his duties."


  "Oh," his Adelfi Psychi whispered again. "Can you do that from up here?"


  "I'm afraid not," he whispered. "We could come up for visits, but we'd need to move there," he admitted.


  Kyle craned his neck back so he could look up at Damian's face. "We? How could I live underwater with you? It is underwater that we're talking about, right?"


  "Yes, my love," he replied, threading his fingers through Kyle's short brown hair. To Damian's relief, Kyle pressed into his touch. It pleased him that his beloved would still take pleasure, and even reassurance, from his touch. It gave Damian hope.


  "How is that possible? I'm human. I can't live under water."


  His hand dropped to Kyle's neck, kneading the tight tendons he found there. "You like it when I bite you when we make love, right?" he asked. He'd never questioned his mate's responses before, but he needed Kyle to be able to make the correlation.


  The skin under his palm heated, and he glanced down to see a blush working its way down Kyle's neck. Oh, yeah. That's hot! He fought a sudden wash of lust. He wanted to change the heat of embarrassment to passion. His human's muttered confession didn't help him regain his fragmenting control.


  "Yes, you know I do."


  "Good." He breathed the word as he caressed Kyle's smooth skin. "Biting you mixes my saliva into your blood. It allows your body to make certain changes, like forming gills so you can breathe under water. As long as I continue to do that, you can stay with me under water indefinitely."


  "That's— that's amazing."


  "It is, isn't it," he said softly. He continued to stroke his mate's neck and spine, loving the play of muscle under his fingertips.


  Kyle growled softly and levered up onto his elbow to stare down at Damian. His brown eyes gleamed in the light of the moon coming through the window. Cupping his cheek, Kyle took Damian's mouth in a deep kiss. Damian relaxed into the contact, happy his mate still seemed to desire him just as much as he wanted Kyle, willing to let him set the pace and lead the way where he would.


  And it didn't take long for Kyle to make it perfectly clear what he wanted. Still tangling his tongue with Damian's, his free hand slid down to tweak Damian's nipple, then he moved further down his chest, underneath his underwear, to tangle his fingers in Damian's pubic hair. Every few seconds, the tips of his fingers ghosted over Damian's erection, making the engorged, sensitive flesh flex and twitch.


  The light brushes sent shock waves through Damian's system, driving his lust higher and higher. Letting out a growl, he grabbed the man's wrist and then rolled him onto his back, settling on top of him. He used a knee to separate his smirking human's thighs and settled his boxer covered erection against Kyle's. "Are you in need, my love?" he grunted, thrusting his hips.


  Kyle bucked under him. "God, yes. Fuck me, Damian," he moaned softly.


  Damian paused, knowing his man must be going through a myriad of emotions. He brushed his knuckles down Kyle's jaw. "Are you certain?"


  "I will always need you, Damian," Kyle replied, his voice just as soft. The truth of his love and desire burned brightly in his gaze.


  Groaning at Kyle's exquisite response, he rolled over and reached for the lube in the bedside table. "Clothes off," he ordered while removing his own.


  It pleased Damian how quickly Kyle complied. He knew his Adelfi Psychi needed to reconnect with him just as much as Damian needed the same, but that didn't mean he wanted to rush this bit of returning trust his mate was giving him. Setting the lubricant on the pillow, he settled half on Kyle and took the man in a slow, lingering kiss.


  He slid his tongue into his human's mouth, tangling them together, scraping over nerve endings. Smiling against Kyle's lips, he buried one hand in the man's hair to tilt his head, nibbling his bottom lip sensually before he deepened the kiss. Pleasure filled him when Kyle moaned and gripped Damian's shoulders and ass.


  Dropping his hand to Kyle's chest, he pinched first one nipple, then the other, into sharp little points. He nibbled and sucked his way down Kyle's neck, loving how the sounds of his lover's grunts and moans of pleasure filled their bedroom. He latched onto one nub, twisting and pulling the other just like he knew Kyle enjoyed. With his other hand, he caressed the man's side and hip, finally cupping his ass and pulling them closer.


  He moved up so their groins fit tightly together, causing their shafts to rub together in delicious friction. Resting his forehead on Kyle's, he stared into the passion-darkened brown eyes he'd come to love so much. "You are everything to me," he purred throatily. "I would do anything for you." He said the words, and knew they were true down to his very soul.


  Kyle smiled up seductively. "Then love me, Damian."


  "I can do that," he said, grinning.


  Grabbing the lube, he poured a generous amount onto his fingers. He tossed the tube aside and lowered his index finger to Kyle's clenching hole and slid the digit inside. Sighing, he enjoyed the intimate feel of opening his mate, readying him for his cock. He brushed Kyle's gland every few strokes, and it took less than a minute for the man under him to begin to writhe.


  "Now," Kyle panted. "Please now."


  Taking in the half-lidded, passion-glazed expression on his Adelfi Psychi's face, he couldn't deny either of them any longer. Damian lined up his dick and slid all the way home with one, firm stroke. His body shuddered as Kyle swallowed him in tight, sucking heat.


  "My Adelfi Psychi, my heart, my mate," he babbled as he settled into a quick thrust and retreat rhythm.


  "Yes, yours," Kyle moaned, lifting his hips, searching for that perfect angle.


  Damian didn't disappoint his man. He scooped up Kyle's legs, settling them into the curve of his arms as he leaned close. He almost folded the man in half as he began drilling into him. It never ceased to amaze Damian at his human's amazing flexibility. Then Kyle clamped his anal muscles down on his cock and all thought stopped.


  A low growl of need rolled up through his chest, and he slammed into the man beneath him again and again. He lowered one hand to Kyle's cock, loving the way the thick, hard organ fit in his palm, soft velvet over hard steel. As he jerked his Adelfi Psychi's dick, Kyle spurred him on with nails that bit deep into his shoulders and a litany of muttered words that Damian's pleasure soaked brain couldn't begin to decipher. His balls pulled tight with pleasure as tingles danced up and down his spine.


  He felt the warm pulse of cum soak between them just as Kyle's rectum clamped down on his cock, squeezing his orgasm from him. Damian growled out his pleasure as he buried his cock deep one last time and let the warm, heady waves of endorphins roll over him, his dick spurting streams of seed inside his beloved.


  When he could remember how to move, Damian carefully lowered his lover's legs. Both of them groaned as his softening cock slid from Kyle's ass. Damian leaned down and pecked a gentle kiss to Kyle's lips. "I'll be right back," he whispered.


  His steps were unsteady as he made his way to the master bath and cleaned himself up. He warmed a clean cloth and returned to Kyle. He paused to stare at his man, admiring the strong lines, the toned muscles, and the now-flaccid cock lying against his thigh. Kyle cracked open an eye and smiled. He held out a hand and Damian went to him, settling next to him on the large bed.


  After cleaning him up, he pulled Kyle close and kissed the top of his head. "Get some rest, my heart."


  "Mmm, I love you," Kyle muttered, firmly wrapping an arm around Damian's chest.


  "And I love you," he whispered back. He listened to Kyle's breathing even out as sleep took its hold over his lover.


  His beloved human had had a difficult day. He'd learned some hard truths about the world, and Damian felt quite certain that Kyle still didn't completely believe everything. But he would. Especially after his father's visit tomorrow. And Damian knew they'd find a way to work everything out, together.


  Kissing Kyle's brow, he gently eased away from the sleeping man, hating the necessity of it, but he needed to know if Darius still lurked in his home. Damian slipped from the room on silent feet. He found his brother sipping a cup of tea in the front room, his gaze riveted to the dark waters of the bayou beyond their deck. Damian strode over to stand next to him, joining him in staring out into the night.


  Darius broke the silence first. "Your Adelfi Psychi is resting?"


  "He is. This has been stressful on him," Damian stated.


  "It could get worse before it gets better."


  Damian didn't like his younger brother's prediction, but it would be foolish to discount the possibility. "You are welcome to the spare bedroom. The sheets are clean."


  After a nod of acknowledgement, Damian turned away, intent on returning to his sleeping lover. Darius caught up with him in the hall. "I'm sorry he had to find out this way."


  Damian looked at Darius and shook his head. "This isn't your fault. It's mine. I should have told him years ago." He shrugged. "We are a couple. We'll get through this." He said the words with confidence he didn't yet completely feel, but if Darius sensed his doubts, he had the good grace not to say anything.


  After a quiet goodnight, Damian returned to his bed and his husband. He held the man close, their heartbeats synchronizing into the age-old rhythm of sleep, and Damian prayed this wouldn't be the last time.


  ****


  Damian woke to the feeling of Kyle's body stretching beside him. The smooth skin of his chest against his own, the scrape of rough leg hair, and the clench and retract of Kyle's strong, blunt fingers on his shoulders had a smile curving his slowly waking lips. All these were things he'd never get enough of, and Damian knew it.


  "Good morning, my love," he rumbled, his voice still thick with sleep.


  Kyle grunted, but opened one eye to peer up at him. A smirk caressed the man's lips and for a moment, they just stared at each other. Damian knew the exact second that the previous day's events resurfaced in Kyle's mind. Kyle's brows creased as a frown marred his open expression.


  "It wasn't a dream, was it?"


  He shook his head. "No, Kyle. It wasn't a dream."


  Kyle's gaze dropped to Damian's chest, and he wondered what the man was thinking. He heard his man let out a slow deep breath, then he nodded once, as if making a great decision. "Okay, then. We need to get up. The bathrooms need to be cleaned before your father comes." He lifted his head and gave him a trembling smile. "What time do you expect him?"


  A surge of emotions roiled inside him, pride, lust, contentment, love. It was all there as he brushed his knuckles across Kyle's cheekbone. "I'm not sure," he whispered. "Let's get dressed, eat, and then I'll be your willing slave to help you clean however you want."


  He liked the wicked grin that flashed across Kyle's face, telling him some of his husband's feisty personality was resurfacing. Damian laughed. Kyle threw a pillow at him. In retaliation, he grabbed his human mate and rolled until he lay on top of him. "I love you, Kyle. Never forget that."


  Kyle smiled up at him, warmth filling his brown eyes. "I know. You should have told me all this long ago, but I still love you. Nothing will ever change that," he assured as he smoothed the pad of his thumb over Damian's bottom lip. He leaned up for a quick kiss, then stated, "Now get up, big guy. My bladder can't handle that kind of pressure right now."


  Barking out a laugh, he rolled off the man and to his feet. Damian watched his Adelfi Psychi's naked backside as Kyle strode into the bathroom, and he fought the urge to join him. Instead, he headed for the kitchen and the coffee, knowing Kyle would need a strong pot after yesterday's excitement.


  He made a cup of tea for himself and Darius, somehow not surprised to see his brother strolling into the room right as it was ready. After his brother took a sip of the English Breakfast blend, Damian told him, "Since you were the bearer of bad news last night, you get to help us with a few chores to get ready."


  Damian grinned as he listened to his brother's groan.


  ****


  Kyle curled his hands into fists, trying to hide their trembling. It had been foolish to expect Damian's father to arrive in a car. After all the talks, all the things his husband had explained, he should have known better, really. It still didn't prepare him for this.


  He'd just finished mopping the bathroom floor when Damian had instructed him to get cleaned up. His father would arrive within twenty minutes, his husband had said. Kyle hurried through a shower and shave, then pulled on a pair of nice jeans and the polo shirt Damian had laid out on the bed for him. He'd shouted a question through the house about the wisdom of such casual clothes, but Damian had been insistent.


  Once dressed, he'd headed for the foyer, but Damian had intercepted him. Now, Kyle stood on the back deck, watching how the spring sun danced across the rippling, dark bayou waters, like glittering gems flashing in the water as the waves crested and broke. Waves that shouldn't be there, since no breeze ruffled the boughs of the cypress trees.


  Then two dark-haired heads broke the surface of the water, followed by tanned torsos, thickly muscled arms, and – holy shit! – the beginnings of a fish's tail. The aqua and silver scales caught and refracted the light, making it difficult to really make out much detail as the two men swam forward.


  As the creatures, mermen, closed the twenty feet between the waves where they'd surfaced and the end of the dock attached to the deck, Kyle studied them. High cheekbones, long dark hair, dark eyes, bronzed skin, heavily muscled arms, and serious, watchful expressions all screamed powerful guardians.


  Once the two men took up positions flanking the dock, another head broke the surface. Long, white hair gleamed in the morning light, rivulets of water trickled down a muscular chest, just adding to the majesty of the merman's regal bearing. Considering the man's obviously advanced age, Kyle decided that Damian's father looked damn good. He glanced at his husband out of the corner of his eye. Would Damian look like that someday?


  Damian caught him looking, and gave him an encouraging half-smile. When the merman reached the dock, he raised high in the water, showing off glittering silver and blue scales covering a powerful tail similar to a dolphin's. Between one second and the next, the tail split and formed two thickly-muscled legs, a soft-looking deep blue sarong surrounded his waist, and the man stepped onto the wooden planks and strode confidently toward them. The two guards followed.


  "Greetings, Father," Damian said, stepping forward.


  The two men stood staring at each other for all of two seconds before the older man grinned and wrapped Damian in a backslapping hug. "Well, met, my son," the older man replied. Then he glanced over at Darius. "And you, my youngest, are in so much trouble."


  He said the words, but the sparkle in the man's green eyes, so similar to Damian's, made Kyle wonder, as did Darius's huge grin as he replied, "Hello, Father."


  Finally, the man turned to Kyle. His gaze swept over Kyle's form slowly, as if assessing him, maybe deciding if he were worthy to be mated to his son. The old merman's face remained impassive, giving away none of his thoughts.


  Damian held out a hand, palm up, and Kyle took it. Kyle was grateful for the show of support when his husband slid his arm around Kyle's waist and pulled him against his side. "Father, this is Kyle LaRoche. He's my Adelfi Psychi," Damian said, introducing them. He smiled at Kyle. "This is my father, Fabian."


  Kyle held out his hand. "It's a pleasure to meet you, sir," he offered respectfully.


  "So, you've known my son for over three years," Fabian rumbled slowly, taking Kyle's hand and giving it a firm shake. "I'm surprised it took this long for us to be introduced." The older man gave Damian a disapproving look before turning back to Kyle. "Do you know why that is, human?"


  Kyle heard nothing derogatory in Fabian's tone, only curiosity and concern. Glancing toward his husband, Kyle discovered that Damian was blushing. He realized Fabian's disapproval stemmed from his husband's lapse in honesty with his mate, and he decided he needed to set Fabian's mind at ease that Kyle wasn't going to hold it against the man he loved. Smiling, he looked at Damian and stated dryly, "Because he's stubborn and a bit pigheaded, sir, but we're working on it. I'll have him whipped into shape in no time."


  Fabian's laughter rang out over the now still waters of the bayou as Damian's jaw dropped. "I'm going to like you, Kyle LaRoche. You will do well with my son," Fabian replied, still chuckling. He clapped his hands together and grinned. "Now, I'd like a cup of hot chocolate. I haven't had one of those in decades. Can you make me one?"


  "I'm certain we can accommodate you," Kyle replied with a grin. "Come on inside."


  Ten minutes later, Kyle handed a large mug of hot chocolate, complete with whipped topping, to the aging Nixie. The man smiled his thanks, grunting happily after taking a sip. Kyle settled on the couch at a right angle where Fabian sat on an easy chair, his two guards standing behind him.


  Fabian sighed, staring at them over the rim of his cup. Setting the still half-full mug on his knee, he said, "You found your Adelfi Psychi first. You are now eligible to receive my title, Damian."


  Kyle felt his husband tense, the hand clasped in his own tightening. Before Damian could reply, Fabian held up a hand for silence. Smiling slightly, Fabian stated, "I received a message from Drake this morning."


  "I suppose he's heard about my mate as well," Damian murmured. "I never intended to usurp him. I know how much he wanted to be your heir."


  Fabian shrugged. "It is the way of things, but that is not what his missive was about. Well, at least not completely," he added. At Damian's questioning look, Fabian smiled. "He does send his congratulations, but the real reason is that he has, also, found his Adelfi Psychi."


  Both Damain and Darius let out loud whoops, clearly pleased for their older brother.


  "That's great!" Darius cried.


  "Just leaves you trailing, D-man," Damian teased, leaning over to punch his brother in the arm.


  Darius laughed and rolled his eyes. "Whatever, dude. I like my bachelor status."


  Even as he said the words, Kyle saw the sadness and envy lurking within the depths of his gray eyes. A pang of sympathy filled him for Damian's younger brother, and he said a silent prayer to whatever gods cared to listen that Darius would find his soul mate soon. No one should be alone.


  "That also means if you don't want the title of Second Duke, you can pass it to Drake."


  Fabian's words may have been quiet, but they seemed to easily drown out the good-natured ribbing the brothers were still giving each other.


  "What?" Damian whispered.


  His father gave him a slight smile. "I've known about your Adelfi Psychi for two years, my son. It is only now that the rest of the court has found out that I've had to approach you."


  Damian's jaw dropped, and he glanced first at Darius, who shrugged, to Kyle and back to his father. "You knew all this time? Why didn't you say anything?"


  "You needed time, and I knew you really didn't want to be one of the dukes. If you wish to pass it to your brother, that is now an option."


  Damian's brows creased and his gaze slowly slid to lock onto Kyle. He could barely manage to catch his breath when he saw the intensity of his husband's stare. Damian smiled at him. "All I've ever wanted, since the day I met you, is to be with you, my Adelfi Psychi. What would make you happy?"


  Kyle opened his mouth once, then snapped it shut. He swallowed, forcing moisture into his dry throat. "I feel the same, my husband," he managed to reply, though his voice sounded hoarse. "I would follow you to the ends of the earth and beyond. If you want to be Second Duke, I'll stand at your side." He smirked. "Once you've explained what the husband of the Second Duke is supposed to do, anyway," he added. Then his smile faded. "If you want to stay right here in this house with me, I'd be happy with that, too." He finished with a shrug, not sure what else to say. "It doesn't matter to me what you choose, as long as I can be by your side."


  Kyle found himself wrapped in two powerful arms, his face pressed tightly to Damian's chest. "My love, my heart, I will never let you go," Damian crooned, kissing his temple. "You will always be by my side." The arms loosened only marginally when Damian's head lifted a bit, and he said, "I formally renounce my eligibility for my father's title."


  THE END
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  How did they expect him to retouch this damaged photo? George sighed and carefully rubbed at a spot. Great, this was one of Lucian LeTour's rare remaining photos. The restorer hated feeling like he failed in his task. The photo seemed damaged beyond repair.


  George rubbed around the downcast eyes.


  The eyes flicked upward. They stared in terror.


  George lunged back in alarm.


  "Help me. Please help me. They know where I hide. Help me."


  ~ S.A. Garcia
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  USING BROKEN WINGS TO FLY


  by Eden Conner


  How did they expect him to retouch this damaged photo? George sighed and carefully rubbed at a spot. Great, this was one of Lucian LeTour's rare remaining photos. The restorer hated feeling as if he failed in his task. The photo seemed damaged beyond repair. George rubbed around the downcast eyes.


  The eyes flicked upward. They stared in terror.


  George lunged back in alarm.


  "Help me. Please help me. They know where I hide. Help me."


  "Help you?" Recovering, he tried to sound nonchalant, though his heart hammered louder than the cranky pump in the film-processing darkroom. "I think I'll pass. I have my hands full right now. My ex-wife calls twice a day, just checking to see if I've gotten over being gay, my son ignores me, and my boyfriend, who, by the way, just bought a pair of pink leather oxfords, wants a fucking commitment. So I'm tied up at the moment, but I'll have my people get back to you."


  Not that he had 'people' anymore, since becoming a falling-down drunk led to being fired from his spot on a national news show, but what the fuck, it wasn't as if the angel were real. Since Afghanistan, he saw all kinds of shit that wasn't real.


  The golden eyes rolled in their sockets, unimpressed by his problems. George pasted on his best television smile and used his middle finger to salute.


  Rissa had beer stashed in the refrigerator upstairs. George tested himself, imagining the cool fizz of the brew on his tongue. The harsh chemical smell of color developer faded into the muted aroma of hops. He swallowed, thinking of the comforting way the golden liquid would flow down his throat.


  Nope, not worth it.


  Gingerly, he lifted the heavy paper by one corner with fingers that hadn't shaken this much since checking into rehab. Those eyes had been downcast when George first slid the photo out of the manila envelope onto the wooden drafting table which comprised half his workspace. He was sure of it. As sure as a man who'd been treated for PTSD could be.


  "Help me. Help me so I can help you."


  "Fuck off." He flipped the photo face-down onto the drafting table and swiveled his chair. Resolutely, he booted up his computer, grinding his ass more firmly into the cheap foam cushion of his seat as he massaged his temples. One beer wouldn't help. A six-pack would lead him back to the loving arms of Hotel Hopeless. He had a kid to support. Sobriety wasn't supposed to be a good time. Being a drunk wasn't all it was cracked up to be either. George eyed the calendar in the corner of his computer screen. A new hallucination after four hundred and ten days sober. What a joke.


  Someone dropped a quarter into the jukebox in the bar next door to the studio and George began a Google search for Lucien LeTour. A lifetime ago, he and Lucien had been frat brothers. If he didn't know better, he might think this was one of Lucien's elaborate pranks.


  George scanned the Wikipedia article, remembering the controversy over the series of photographs. He hadn't yet become a falling-down drunk when Lucien had gotten high on his own hype and began swearing the photos weren't computer-enhanced images, but un-retouched photography. At first, his claims had merely added a fringe of lunacy to the publicity around the incredible pictures of curiously mature-faced children who appeared to be angels.


  Then, Lucien wrapped his car around a telephone pole and died at the scene. He looked at the date of death. That was one tragedy George hadn't photographed. He'd been embedded with the 2nd Marines in Afghanistan when Lucien died. By dying, Lucien attained the fame he'd craved in life. The photos appeared in Life shortly afterwards. This original print must be worth a small fortune.


  The metal security door banged open in the back hall, and George jumped, knocking over the cup he used to hold his brushes. He was on his knees picking them off the dingy blue carpeting when Rissa, his boss, stalked into the work room holding a Krispy Kreme box. She scanned the neat piles of white envelopes on the worktables as she slung her camera bag onto the table and sank into a chair.


  "I see you got the photos packaged for Evans Elementary. Thanks, George."


  George mumbled a reply. He restored the occasional dead relative photo, but mostly, his job consisted of printing and packaging huge rolls of eight-by-tens, five-by-sevens and wallet-sized photos of elementary school children. It was mindless work. Perfect for a man with a lot on his mind.


  "I don't suppose I could sweet-talk you into running a video camera at the Forrest-Calhoun wedding tomorrow?" Rissa bit into a raspberry-filled donut. Powdered sugar drifted down the front of her oversized black t-shirt. Her eyes rolled as she hummed with pleasure. "Wedding's outdoors at Cleveland Park," she mumbled around her mouthful. "Three o'clock."


  George wasn't eager to don a suit and tie in this heat, but fifty bucks was fifty bucks. "Sure," he replied gruffly, shoving the assorted brushes back into the stained mug.


  "Hey, what's that you're looking at?"


  George glanced at the browser window. "Gonna copy the unspoiled version and print--"


  "No." Caramel-colored hair swirled around Rissa's shoulders as she shook her head vehemently. A smudge of powdered sugar stood out on her tanned nose. "I promised the customer you'd fix her original. She doesn't want a copy."


  George opened his mouth to protest.


  "The lady said name your price," Rissa added. "So figure it out, George. I got a payment on this place coming due."


  Arguing with Rissa had a lot in common with telling wind not to blow. "Send the photo out to be restored and add a hefty surcharge."


  She crammed the rest of her donut into her mouth and jumped from her seat. From the front of the building, George heard the faint ring of the cash register. Rissa came back clutching a handful of greenbacks. "The four hundred I owe you for this week, and another hundred to buy anything you need to restore that photo." She laid the bills in perfect alignment on the edge of his table. "Help yourself to the donuts. I'm gonna crash."


  "Got film from tonight?" George sighed, looking at the five benjamins. In his former life, he'd considered that tip money.


  Her head bounced like a bobble head. "I finally caught the bastard red-handed with his wick in someone else's oil lamp. I need them enlarged and dropped off by morning. The woman who brought in the LeTour pic doesn't want to risk mailing it off. Fix it, George. See you tomorrow, gonna crash."


  For one moment, the workroom faded, and George was back in the kitchen in the faraway house he'd shared with Connie, his ex. The chain broke on Adam's bike; George, can you fix it?


  He shook his head to clear it of the sunny image and by the time he'd done that, he could hear Rissa walking around upstairs. Stretching as he crossed to pick up her camera bag, he regretted he hadn't been around to fix more of Connie's problems. He regretted the ones he'd caused her more.


  Caressing the boxy Nikon D3-X for just a moment, George popped the memory card out of its slot, carefully replacing the camera in its cushioned bag with yet another pang of regret. Moments later, he scanned the files on the card. Rissa had indeed gotten her money shot. He pulled up one of the images. A local hotel sign blurred in the background, but the faces of the couple were in sharp focus. For a woman who said she thought love was bullshit, Rissa had a genius for capturing the look of that emotion. Just from this one image, George couldn't doubt the man loved the woman he was looking at. Too bad the woman wasn't this dude's wife.


  Guilt took up his usual spot on his left shoulder, cackling in his ear.


  Rissa stalked cheating spouses in bars and hotels at night when she didn't have a wedding to shoot, working for a local detective. George thought Rissa took assignments from Max to nurse her anger more than for the money.


  He could've written a book on the way women reacted when their husbands cheated on them. An insider's look, so to speak. Cue the dramatic music.


  George was grateful Rissa was upstairs guarding the beer. Casting a wary eye at the LeTour photo, he selected the best shots to print for the detective agency. The small photo printer attached to the computer didn't need him to watch it work. He grabbed a roll of photo paper for the ancient multi-image package printer, checking to be sure Rissa locked the back door behind her.


  Because, yeah, the scary shit was in a parking lot, in the center of a town that had one of the lowest crime rates in North America. He unlocked the door again. Having something to put his fist through sounded pretty damn good, he decided, heading for the room that housed the package printers.


  He closed the door to the cubicle, checking to be sure no light leaked beneath the doorsill before unrolling the black plastic-lined bag protecting the unexposed roll of photo paper. He hadn't yet printed the first order when he felt a sharp jab beneath his left shoulder blade. Pain seemed to slice through his lung, shutting off his breath and doubling him over. His head connected solidly with the metal housing of the printer as he bent forward. George flailed in the darkness as the piercing ache doubled, mirrored beneath his right shoulder blade.


  "Help me, George. I need you to come to me."


  George curled into a ball. Squeezing his knees to his chest, he dug his fingers into his jeans, unable to close his mind to the horrific visions racing through his head. Not his usual visions, where he saw young soldiers he knew being blown apart by IED's, but every bit as sickening.


  "I guess the gay porn channel was asking too much?" he groaned. Then everything went black.


  ****


  "The printer's on the fritz again?"


  Slitting his eyes against the brightness of the overhead fluorescent tubes, George tried to figure out how he'd ended up on the floor. The commercial tile felt cool against the fading pain in his back. He could finally breathe, and he gulped in a lungful of air. The hallucination came flooding back. Oh, yes, the fury of an angel scorned. He wondered whether the Winged One was taking estrogen shots.


  Fuck you, too, Lucien. I have enough shit going on in my head without your shit barging in.


  Bare toes prodded his ribs. "George, I know you can take this printer apart in the dark, but seriously, don't you think it'd be easier to fix the damn thing with the lights on?"


  Rissa stood over him, wearing an oversized t-shirt and nothing else, but George turned his head to look at the walls and ceiling. The cream-painted sheetrock was bare of the spattered and dripping blood he'd seen so clearly only moments ago.


  Rissa knelt. Her hand felt cool on his forehead. "George? You look pale, but you're burning up. Are you sick? I came back for another donut and heard a bang. Did you hit your head?" She probed at the knot he could feel rising on his forehead. Why did women do that? Poke at a man's wounds?


  Pulling away, he struggled to sit. Pressing his back against the wall, he tensed involuntarily for a pain that didn't come. Exhaling cautiously, George ground the heels of his hands into his aching eye sockets. "I think I'm okay." The momentary shaft of pain in his back disagreed.


  Once Rissa left him alone, George righted his chair, swallowing hard as he closed the door and turned off the light. He sat down and changed into a fresh pair of gloves, staring at the negative image of a cherubic-faced boy missing both front teeth. Determinedly, he began to print, carefully dusting off each negative with a blast of air.


  When he stepped out the back door of the studio, tucking the large envelope for the detective agency under his arm, he'd had the vision twice more, but not the pain. Lighting a stale cigarette with shaking hands, George leaned against the metal door and watched the sun rise, squinting through the smoke as he murmured a prayer for active-duty Marines, and all the other poor bastards about to run into tragedy as soon as his watch ticked off another second.


  ****


  Max let out a long whistle as he scrutinized the photos. Grinning, he looked up. The tie hanging loose down the front of the detective's spotless striped shirt looked to George like a noose waiting to be tightened around some guy's neck. "Nice work. I got a job for you if you want it, George. Lady thinks her man's fucking around on her with another guy. Rissa's gonna stand out like a sore thumb where this guy hangs out."


  George figured he knew where Max's next victim hung out, and he gave the detective a one-fingered salute. "You don't deserve Rissa, and you can't afford me. Later, asshole." But he stood there, because leaving Chandler's scruffy office meant he had nowhere to go but home, with no one to keep him company but Lucien's angel.


  Max facetiously placed a hand over his heart. "I'm hurt, Georgie boy. I pay Rissa real good for what she does."


  "You turn art into dirt, Max."


  Max shook his head, beginning to wrap the loose ends of his tie together. "You got it backwards, Hot Shot. I give her dirt; she turns it into art." Every millimeter Max pushed the knot towards his throat seemed to make the detective's smile crueler. "Rumor has it that you used to have that ability. Let me know if you want the job. Pays five hundred on delivery."


  George looked at the photos scattered over the leather-topped desk, regretting such beautiful images were only going to cause pain in Max's hands. He'd once specialized in painful images, but this was one job he wasn't yet desperate enough to take.


  Guilt blew seductively in his ear. Connie could use the money. "No, thanks." George wheeled and stalked out.


  He was almost to his battered pickup when another vision blocked his sight. Stumbling into a car, he held onto the warming metal as the clash of heavy swords rang inside his head. Massive warrior angels dueled behind his eyes. Their wings beat against carmine skies, and his head pounded from their silent shrieks. George couldn't tell the combatants apart by dress or weapons, although one had dark hair and the other light. The warriors fell back, and he glimpsed the face from Lucien's photo.


  "Sephrim. Not Winged One. Sephrim."


  As the name filled his head, the bloody clouds roiled around the combatants. The smoke cleared, and he saw the dark-haired angel from the photo again, this time inside a brick-lined room. Sephrim stood, and it was if George borrowed the angel's eyes for a moment as he gazed out a window down at a rusted suspension bridge. Below the bridge, a river spilled over a rock dam. From the surrounding vegetation and red clay, George got the impression the location was local. Then Sephrim blinked, restoring George's vision and the battle scene returned. Now the angel was face-down on the ground. His opponent held the tips of Sephrim's wings in one hand. With the other, he raised his sword as George watched through tightly closed eyes. With one mighty swing, the victorious seraph sliced through Sephrim's wings, severing them at their midpoint. The truncated appendages bled profusely, the blood from the horrible wounds turning black as it spilled onto the red clay around him. George's stomach heaved as he watched the angel's once-pristine feathers soak up the blood. The room came back, and this time he saw the spatters on the walls again. Worse, he saw the way the blood got there, slung from the arcs of wings which still beat but would never again fly.


  He ran his tongue across dry lips as his sight returned. He'd have killed for a drink, but one good thing about coming back to this small southern town where he'd attended college was its dearth of all-night bars. George looked at his watch. He still had the habits of a photojournalist, if not the job. The closest library was on the campus of his alma mater, where Oliver worked, and it would be opening soon. He reeled toward his truck.


  Eschewing the main entrance to the campus, he circled the bounding streets, passing Fraternity Row, then the dorm he'd lived in as a freshman. It soothed his tremors to look at the graceful old buildings. He drove slowly, the clicking lifters in his Chevy the only disturbance to the early-morning serenity. The baseball field had a new scoreboard. He'd put a few runs on the old one. The row of parking for library visitors was carved from the student parking lot for his senior dorm. Turning off the truck, George stared at the building, thinking about his college days, meaning he thought about Oliver. Oliver Evans, of the elementary school Evanses, baseball team bench-warmer, frat brother, and the first man George ever had sex with.


  There'd been a group of them. Someone jokingly named it The JTSC Society— Jocks That Sucked Cocks. That they'd found each other was remarkable, given how conservative this place was, but they had, mostly from sidelong glances in the showers, wrestling matches and hard-played games of touch football. It'd been little more than hot hook-up sex between hetero relationships for most of them.


  Then graduation came and Oliver stayed in town while George left for an internship at a television station in Atlanta. His work caught the eye of the network and he'd moved on to New York City, eventually traveling the world covering international news stories.


  When that fell apart, he checked into rehab, and when he'd checked out, the first – and hardest – thing he did was admit to Connie he preferred sex with men. With no ties to anywhere much, he'd returned to this small southern town boasting five colleges, at least one church for every five-hundred residents, and the Beacon Drive-In. Connie followed, even though they were getting divorced, swearing she only wanted to make it easy for him to stay in their son Adam's life.


  George had trouble referring to Oliver as his boyfriend, even though Oliver's had been the first number he'd called after unpacking. They'd picked up where they'd left off after graduation. The research George needed to do on how to restore the photo would give him an excuse to see him.


  Walking toward the library, the magnolia trees seemed taller, their branches more gnarled. The campus was still meticulously groomed. To his relief, other memories crowded out his hallucinations. Memories of pranks pulled, wild parties and people he hadn't seen or heard from in years. People like Lucien LeTour.


  George wondered whether Lucien would say fame and fortune was worth what it cost to achieve it. He'd nearly paid the same price, but he shied away from thinking about the roadside bomb that missed killing him but had claimed the life of two young Marines. Though he'd escaped physical injury, the bomb was surely what'd blown up the carefully-constructed façade he'd built after leaving this campus.


  He still wasn't sure why he'd returned. Living here made resuming his career as a photojournalist impossible, but this small town called to him above the cacophony of his emotions after he'd come back from Iraq. George reached the library, taking the steps two at a time. He pressed his hands against the glass doors, peering into the gloom, hoping to catch a glimpse of Oliver, but saw no lights. He looked at his watch. Thirty minutes. He could go to the Student Center and buy a cup of bad coffee.


  Instead, he sat on a step, leaning back to rest his elbows on the porch. Stretching his legs, he thought about the angel hallucination. He snorted. Not many people had an assortment of hallucinations to choose from. Something about this new one was bothering him. How had his subconscious made up the name Sephrim? He replayed the visions, but nothing seemed familiar.


  "About time you showed up."


  George jerked, scraping an elbow, and looked up.


  Oliver smiled apologetically from the sidewalk. "Sorry, George, I didn't mean to startle you."


  Although Oliver wore crisp khakis and a navy blazer, his pink button-down matched the oxfords on his feet. "I see you found them." George pointed at the mind-blowing shoes as he got to his feet then added, "I, uh, like the new look, too."


  Oliver scratched his version of George's typical two-day old beard. While George wore his carelessly, Oliver's was perfectly trimmed. He was smiling, and the late-April sun burnished his hair to near-blonde again. "So, I'm forgiven for the pink shoes?"


  Those shoes were a symptom, not the problem. Oliver had always seen himself as gay while George had blown up three lives in his pursuit of cock while pretending he wasn't. "Only if you have on the matching underwear," he retorted.


  He stared at those shoes though as Oliver climbed the steps. "What?" Oliver demanded as he unlocked the front doors. "I'm secure in my manhood." His blue eyes grew sly as he held open the door. "Do I get a kiss or do I need to put one of these pink size tens up your ass first?"


  It was so easy to lean forward and press his lips to the other man's in the dim entrance of the empty library. George felt Oliver's hand slide around the back of his neck, pulling him forward as their kiss deepened. He smelled like starch and sawgrass, and he tasted like peppermint sin. If that weren't a flavor, someone needed to make it, George decided as their kiss heated up. Slipping his hand beneath Oliver's blazer, George grabbed Oliver's ass, pulling him into his body. Their thighs interlocked like gears in an expensive wristwatch, and his cock began to fill as he felt the other man's do the same. He moved his hips slightly, enjoying their stolen bump-and-grind.


  "You two look like the intersection of Get a Shave and Rent a Room."


  George jumped like a Baptist deacon caught in a liquor store when he heard the raspy female voice behind them, but Oliver was laughing as they broke apart.


  "Good morning, Rose." Oliver spoke, smiling at their minuscule monitor while George tried to swallow hard enough to push his heart out of his throat. Slipping his arm around George's waist casually, Oliver introduced the woman. She looked familiar, but George couldn't place her. "I was just trying to persuade our rather famous alumni to autograph some of the items you've catalogued from his career. Miss Rose Cannon, I'm well aware you remember George Lloyd. George, our head librarian has become your biggest fan. I maintain it's because she's gone senile."


  George inched away from Oliver but grinned. His faulty brain found the right file. The legendary leprechaun was spirited but kind-hearted. Unless you used your outside voice in her kingdom. "Nice to see you again, Miss Cannon, and better my fan than yours, Oliver. I buy my shoes in one of three colors, black, or brown or Nike."


  The tiny librarian plucked the glasses dangling from a silver chain on from her bosom and peered through them, studying Oliver's feet for a long moment. "That color looks better on my peonies," she observed, to George's amusement. "I'll let you two go back to your conversation. If I look at you side-by-side much longer, I might start making estrogen again. It does seem like old times, to see you two fooling around in the library." George felt about nineteen again as she winked at them. "Do grown women cry when they figure out that you two are together?"


  "Do not encourage him," George pleaded. "Oliver feeds off breaking fragile female egos that way. It's replaced baseball as his favorite sport."


  "I should repent." Oliver nodded. "It's more honest to let them delude themselves into believing that George is the sensitive type because he looks them in the eyes."


  Oliver drilled him in the ribs with a rigid finger when she'd gone. "She has it bad for you." He smirked. "It must be contagious because I do too."


  "I'm telling you, it's the shoes." George pointed to his grubby Nikes. Impulsively, he kissed Oliver again.


  "Stop," Oliver groaned, pushing him away. "I have a meeting with the President in fifteen minutes, and I can't go with a hard-on."


  George grinned. "Now the shoes make sense. You want the Secret Service agents to frisk you harder, don't you?"


  "Don't say harder," Oliver ordered. "The college president, dipshit. Now, what brings you here?"


  "Needed to check out a book. Hey, have you ever heard of an angel named Sephrim?"


  Oliver's handsome face clouded, and he made an exaggerated shiver. "Damn, George, the last person to ask me that question was Lucien LeTour." He shook his head slowly. "I felt bad for him the last time we ran into each other. I think he was suffering from schizophrenia, to be honest. He wasn't making sense. He wanted me to go urban exploring with him at the old Glendale Mill ruin. Gotta run. See you at four-thirty."


  George had nearly forgotten they had a date. "See you then."


  Something weird was happening, but schizophrenia wouldn't explain why he and Lucien were seeing the same angel. George put thoughts of Lucien on hold while he wandered the stacks, finding a couple of books on photo restoration. It was shocking how few there were. Most of the ones he found were how-to's on digital photo restoration. Approaching the desk, he smiled at Rose. "I'm having trouble finding books about restoring photographs. I need to fix the original. A copy won't do." He shoved the two tomes he'd found across the desk.


  She cocked her head, patting her silver waves coquettishly. "Let me see what I can find for you, dear." Slowly, she shook her head after typing in a search. "That's everything we have. One of the other college libraries might have something. Did you try the main branch of the public library?"


  George shook his head. "Thanks. I'll take these, but I need to get a new card." Pulling his wallet out of the back pocket of his faded Levi's, he laid his driver's license on the counter. She used rose-lacquered nails to pick it up.


  "I'll be right back with your card."


  She marched into the glassed-in office behind the check-out desk and slowly typed in his information. Flipping idly through one of the books while he waited, he noted one simple thing he could try on the photo.


  "Here you go, Mr. Lloyd," she announced, louder than he thought was necessary. In a minute, however, George had his new college library card and license tucked back into his wallet and his books tucked under his arm.


  "Didn't that used to be George Lloyd? The reporter on that morning television show?"


  George kept walking, but heard the librarian's reply. "He'll always be George Lloyd, dear."


  That was the problem.


  Just inside the door to his apartment, the pain reappeared. Sharp and cutting, it pierced his back, driving him to his knees. He tried to breathe through it as another scene materialized inside his skull.


  The light-haired angel hovered above gray-streaked boulders. The grass beneath them reminded George of a baseball field; the boulders looked like baseballs of the gods. "Sephrim, the price must be paid." The angel pointed to a figure George hadn't noticed. The man wore a torn uniform. Blood stained the front of his homespun vest and breeches. His tricorn hat shaded his face, and he leaned on a musket.


  Sephrim raised his head to look up at the other angel before locking his gaze on the soldier. George felt his pain spiral as the Sephrim's wings beat the air before going still. The other angel stood over Sephrim and bent to gather the tips into one fist, pulling them high above his head. George cried out as the glinting broadsword sliced through the air, leaving dismembered feathers in its wake. The shorn wings beat impotently, slinging blood across the grass and the rocks.


  "Erasmus!" the broken angel screamed. Red splatters appeared on Erasmus's pristine robes, seeming to anger him. His huge wings beat the air, and the sound echoed painfully inside George's skull. His stomach lurched as the view tilted crazily as he looked down on the scene from above. The grass became a river and he saw soldiers gathered around a fire in an encampment at the base of the dam, but they weren't angels, just more tired soldiers wearing tricorn hats. The faded name stenciled on the top of a red-brick tower seemed out of place, but before George could figure out why, he blacked out.


  He woke to the sound of a ringing phone and dragged his cell from his back pocket. Glancing at the display before answering, he winced as he got up off the carpet, but spoke into the phone. "I'm going to make a deposit into your checking account today, Connie."


  "This isn't about money, George. It's about Adam."


  He agreed to Connie's request, then showered and changed into sweats and a t-shirt.


  ****


  Moving through the crowds of springtime customers hunting the perfect azalea bush in the small botanical garden's sales area, George made his way to the butterfly garden on the right.


  His heart took a tumble when he caught sight of Oliver, already warming up. His head was bent forward, obscuring his face. Smirking, George appreciated the view of his bare limbs, dusted with golden hair. Oliver was a bigger clothes horse than Connie had ever been. Now he wore running shorts sporting crisp double white stripes and naturally, he had on the matching shirt. "Did you find the books you needed?" Oliver asked when he caught sight of George, leaning over to kiss him on the cheek as George sidled up beside him and placed a foot on the bench.


  He couldn't help glancing around to see if anyone were watching. Oliver's lips took a line tighter than George's hamstrings at his involuntary action. "Rissa wants me to restore one of Lucien's photographs, so he's been on my mind. How long before he died did you see him?" he inquired, hoping to head off an argument.


  "About a week before, I guess. Why?"


  "Just wondered. What did you two talk about?" He hoped Oliver would mention whatever Lucien had said about Sephrim, but he hurried through his warm-ups, anxious to pre-empt their conversation taking a bad turn. Being caught kissing by Rose Cannon was different. She was Oliver's friend, and moreover, she'd never outed them when she'd caught them as students. What they did privately was one thing, but it was another thing altogether for them to walk down the street holding hands. As far as George was concerned, the thing between him and Oliver was casual. They'd hooked up in college, they were hooking up now, but Oliver had a jealous streak and some things he was starting to demand implied there was a hell of a lot more to their relationship than George felt ready for.


  "I told you, he wanted me to go urban exploring with him to the old mill at Glendale." Oliver's dimple flashed as he made a face. "I told him hell no. What's left of the mill must be crawling with asbestos. And bird poop." Oliver's elaborate shudder reminded George of Adam's reaction when his son was confronted by green peas.


  His beleaguered brain used Oliver's words to fill in the faded letters on the brick tower in the hallucination, yet he couldn't help but laugh. Partly because he never could resist that damn dimple on the right side of Oliver's smile, but mostly because Oliver was so fastidious. Lucien must've been hard up for a companion that day. George couldn't picture Oliver climbing up the side of a tower which had to be a hundred feet high, suspended by nylon rope. Not if the bricks might be dirty.


  "What happened to the mill? It closed like the rest of them, right?" He recalled that, in one part of his hallucination, the mill had been standing. Smaller, different somehow, but standing, with those exhausted soldiers camped nearby, but in another part of the visions, all that had been left standing were the two towers at each end.


  Oliver squinted thoughtfully. "It closed, yes, but then the structure burned. Two thousand and four, I think."


  Trust a librarian to know. "Ready?" George asked, tucking his arm behind his head, and pressing down on his elbow with his other hand. He couldn't help but grin at the look in Oliver's eyes as he watched.


  Oliver matched his stride easily, given they were the same six feet in height. April sunshine filtered through the trees, and as they ran side-by-side, George appreciated how well-matched they were. Oliver wasn't the fitness freak George had always been. People born with perfect metabolism never were. As they ran, George began to wonder if and when Oliver would choose to throw in the towel. A discreet fanny pack he spied fastened around Oliver's waist gave him reason to hope. The path they took led across wooden bridges above a winding stream, and waterfalls tumbling over rock formations, snaking deep into peaceful woodlands. He wasn't overheated, but George tugged his shirt off as they ran, tossing it over his shoulder with a sidelong look at Oliver as they hit the mid-point of the longest trail.


  "Fucking tease," Oliver grunted, grabbing his arm as they pounded past another bridge, this one made from rocks and spanning a wider portion of the stream. They were on the section of the trails farthest from the retail area, and there wasn't another soul in sight. Crashing down the hill, Oliver led the way through a stiff screen of branches from a row of magnolias that obscured this side of the bridge from overhead passersby.


  He pushed George roughly against the rock buttress, biting his lower lip before easing his tongue past George's lips. "I've missed you, motherfucker," George admitted when Oliver broke off their kiss.


  "You coulda called once or twice this week, prick." But rather than argue, Oliver bent his head, running his tongue in a circle around George's nipple, cupping George's package through his sweats. He made his displeasure at George's lack of communication known with his teeth. The ensuing jolt sizzled along George's shaft. Teasing him, Oliver raised his head, his blue eyes staring into George's momentarily before Oliver kissed him again, their tongues wrestling for a dominance George would never concede. He wedged his thigh between Oliver's. His cock was halfway to being hard as the other man caressed him roughly.


  "Don't you get fucking hard yet," Oliver pulled away to mutter into his ear, nipping his earlobe. "I've been thinking about sucking you hard for days."


  "Better get busy then." George chuckled. Oliver unfastened his fanny pack, draping it across the waxy leaves on the outstretched branch of a magnolia. The lemony smell from bowl-sized blossoms mingled with the cologne Oliver wore as the other man dragged his tongue down the side of George's neck, nipping and licking his way down George's bare chest and abdomen, pausing to bite the sensitive curve outlining the bottom of George's belly button.


  "You're so hot, you fucking gym rat." Oliver jerked off his own shirt, handing it to George to drape on a branch as he sank to his knees on the carpet of cast-off magnolia leaves. George stared down at his lover as the man tugged down his sweats. "Just a jock strap?" Oliver groaned aloud.


  "I need to do laundry." George grinned unabashedly as Oliver leaned forward, raking his teeth along the outlined bulge of George's half-erect cock. With his fingers, Oliver sought George's sac, massaging his balls as his lips traced his burgeoning erection through the snug elastic fabric. George leaned his head back, trying to forestall his hard-on by recalling his checkbook balance because having Oliver suck him to attention was one of life's better pleasures. He held his breath when Oliver tugged the stretchy fabric down his thighs, and the cool air surrounded his heated shaft. Oliver slid his cheek along his length, teasing George with the short but curiously soft bristles on his face. "That looks good on you," George admitted, cupping Oliver's cheek.


  "I look good on you," Oliver countered, enveloping George's cock to his base.


  As Oliver's tongue curved around him, George had the crazy thought that every guy he'd ever let suck him off had been in a quest to replace this. He had more anonymous hook-ups to his credit than he cared to think about, but although the majority of the men he'd picked resembled Oliver, none possessed the ability to set fire to his blood the way the man kneeling before him did.


  Raking his fingers through Oliver's hair, George cupped his head, giving into his urge to fuck Oliver's mouth. Oliver stared up at him, allowing him to take control. That look did something to George every time. Today, the feeling scared him. "Don't touch your cock," he warned as he thrust into the warm heat of Oliver's talented mouth. "I'm going to jerk you off while I fuck you. There'd better be lube in that man-purse of yours, or you're gonna walk funny." Oliver's answering hum seemed to curl around the base of his spine.


  When the pleasure rose till George feared he'd lose it, he reluctantly pulled out of the warmth of Oliver's mouth. Pulling him to his feet, he kissed him fiercely before turning him against the rough stone. He retrieved a condom from Oliver's bag, applying it quickly then coated it liberally with the lube. Dropping to his knees, he jerked down the pants to Oliver's fancy track suit. George alternated kisses with bites as he parted the taut curves.


  "Ah, fuck. Yeah baby. Use that big cock of yours to punish me for those pink shoes." Oliver moaned as George dragged his tongue through the tempting crevice. His rim job was short and sweet, stroking over the pucker only until Oliver was making the sound George often replayed in his head when he jacked off alone, but Oliver didn't complain when he stood. Coating his fingers, he reached around, grasping Oliver's cock as he prepped him. Eagerly, Oliver moved, thrusting into George's fist then rocking back onto his invading fingers.


  "Such a cock whore," George muttered before dragging his tongue around the outline of Oliver's ear. For good measure, he traced the crisp outline of his new beard, making Oliver push back harder. He kept his invading strokes slow and obstinately avoided the spot he knew Oliver wanted stroked, forcing him to beg. Twisting his wrist as he added the third finger did the trick.


  "Damn you, George, fuck me," Oliver gasped. George positioned his cockhead at Oliver's hole and smiled as Oliver pushed back, impaling himself eagerly. Oliver reached back, grasping his thigh to demand deeper strokes. "Harder, baby. I want you in deep."


  He felt he was in too deep with Oliver in many ways, but this wasn't one of them. He rocked, losing himself in the pleasure of sinking into Oliver. George fucked him easy, then hard, thrusting and withdrawing, reveling in the cries Oliver made, the sound of flesh striking flesh, the heavy swing of his balls slapping Oliver's ass—all of it seemed better with this man. Every time George thought he might cum, he pulled out, then had to grit his teeth against the rush of excitement from pushing back inside Oliver's tight passage, his pleasure exacerbated by the cry of welcome Oliver uttered each time. Unable to delay any longer, he drove deep, rocking his hips against the other man's firm body. The babbling stream and the scolding of shocked cardinals and jays muted their sounds of mutual pleasure, but the stone abutment Oliver faced seemed to throw every sound he made back at George. Oliver's shaft felt like hot marble in his fist as George expertly caressed the head, rotating his wrist faster as he thrust with equal speed, desperate now to cum.


  "Goddamn, I love you." George thought he heard Oliver whisper as George felt the shaft he held swell and then jerk as it erupted. His own pleasure climbed as he felt Oliver's ass tighten around his cock, forcing George over the brink. He pressed his chest against Oliver's muscled back as he emptied, slowing his fist into a soft caress.


  "Mm, missed you," Oliver sighed.


  In response, George kissed his neck and gave his balls an affectionate squeeze, then eased out of his ass, fearing he was too light-headed to respond without saying too much. He dropped the condom into a zip bag Oliver had thoughtfully included in his 'outdoor sex kit', yanked up his pants and silently squatted to rinse his hands in the stream.


  Sighing, he sank onto the moss and leaf-covered hillside, flopping onto his back. Oliver sat down then snuggled against his side. They cuddled, just kissing and stroking each other while listening to the stream and the birds. A squirrel leapt from branch-to-branch high in the limbs of an oak tree, and George felt a rare peace. He wondered how long Oliver would last lying on the ground before he stood and began brushing himself off.


  "Do you believe in angels?" he finally asked.


  Predictably, Oliver got to his feet, stretching like a big cat. "Do I believe Lucien? Is that what you're asking? Lucien was imbalanced, George, you didn't see him." Then he spoiled George's mood by adding, "Real soon, I'm going to show you how good it feels to take a cock." Oliver had his head down, fastening the small pack around his waist, and didn't see the sharp glance George cut him.


  How many different ways did the man plan to push him? George made no reply as he stood and yanked his shirt off the limb, jerking it over his head and punching his arms through the sleeves. Turning abruptly, he crashed through the stiff screen of waxy leaves, grabbing at roots and weeds as he scrambled up the embankment. As soon as he reached the smooth concrete path he broke into a trot, picking up speed with every step. Oliver soon caught up even though George pushed their pace, but wisely kept his mouth shut, yet his silence felt pregnant.


  George spied Oliver's car close to the gate as they slowed to a stroll at the entrance to the gardens. "I'm parked near the street. See ya later." At the flash of a raised brow, he added, "I'll call you. I need to get some sleep."


  "Drop by my car for a minute." Oliver grabbed his shirt with one hand and pointed the remote fob on his keys with the other. The trunk lid popped, and George reluctantly looked inside. The trunk was spotless, except for a box wrapped in bright red paper. The bow was hot pink. "No, Oliver, I don't want a present." George shook his head, his heart sinking. Ever since mentioning that all rehab programs recommended a person in recovery avoid relationships for at least a year after getting clean, he'd had the feeling Oliver had been counting the days along with him for more than moral support.


  "Open it." Oliver pushed the small package into his hands, a challenge in his eyes.


  With a sense of satisfaction which surprised him, George noted Oliver's usually perfectly groomed waves were mussed. "Damn it, Evans, you don't need to buy me stuff. I need to throw some clothes into the washing machine and grab some sleep."


  Oliver's lips took an obstinate line. "I have a washer and dryer, you know. Why do you insist on dragging your clothes to that nasty community laundry room and spending money to wash when you don't need to?"


  George had felt this moment coming for a couple of weeks. Committing to an openly gay relationship scared the hell out of him. Telling his wife he preferred men was one thing, but holding hands while walking down the streets of a small town was something else altogether. He knew that was what Oliver was pushing for, and George wasn't ready.


  "Okay. Go sleep, then bring your laundry over tonight. I'll make us dinner."


  Using Oliver's washer and dryer implied a level of domesticity George didn't want to think about. "Adam has a ball game. Connie invited me this morning."


  Oliver's light brows went up, and when George didn't speak, he saw the flash of pain in the other man's eyes, and tried to explain. "If I show up at one of my kid's games with any man that's not my fucking father, Connie would come unglued, Oliver. The whole idea is for us to try and support Adam together. I don't see how rubbing her nose in the fact I lied to her for years is going to help."


  "Just open the fucking present, dipshit," Oliver said mildly.


  Reluctantly, George ripped off the paper, tossing it and the obnoxious pink bow into a handy trash bin. The cardboard box didn't offer a clue about the contents, but George was grateful it was too heavy to hold something stupid like matching rings. Prying open the lid, he moved pale pink tissue paper aside with a shake of his head. His eyes opened wide when he saw the polished metal top engraved with the famous Leica script logo. Running his nail over the M and 3 imprinted near the hot shoe that was the mount for a flash, he said, "Wow, you bought me a vintage Leica? This is incredible, Oliver." He slid his hand around the solid shape of the camera he knew had been manufactured before either of them had been born.


  When he lifted the gift from the tissue paper, he got why pink was such a theme. Someone had replaced the usual black Vulcanite covering around the camera body with pink snakeskin. Pink. Snakeskin. George stared in confusion.


  "I did the restoration on the cover myself," Oliver was saying proudly. "Do you like it?"


  "Uh, sure. I guess I don't get why you chose pink on purpose." George chuckled. This had to be a gag gift. The camera was probably broken. A conversation piece, George decided.


  "George, you're gay. I know it, your ex-wife knows it, the son you adopted knows it. Embrace it. Stop straddling the fucking fence. Those splinters in your ass are killing me. It's as if you came out but keep holding onto the idea this is not the way you're supposed to be." Oliver slid behind the wheel of his Audi. "And start taking pictures again. There's film already in it. The repair guy loaded it for me. He said it was tricky if you've never done it before."


  Oliver jumped into his car and pulled away before he thought of a retort. George strode to his truck. He set the camera in the passenger seat and stabbed the key into the switch but just sat there for minutes, stewing over Oliver's remarks as he glared at Oliver's way of trying to push him to do things he wasn't ready for.


  Besides, if Oliver knew about the hallucinations he was having, the dude might not be so anxious to shack up with a has-been photojournalist.


  ****


  George stood in line at the concession stand watching his son warming up on one of the two small baseball fields tucked behind the aging Duncan Park stadium that'd once been home to a single-A Phillies affiliate. The Phillies had offered him a minor league contract. Musing on the path not taken as he stepped up to the counter, he pushed three ones across the wooden counter, ordering a drink and a pack of sunflower seeds.


  "Which one's yours?"


  George looked up in surprise at the woman holding out his Gatorade. Pointing to the field on his right, he replied, "The one shagging flies in centerfield."


  She leaned forward, though there was no possibility she could've seen Adam from inside the stand. Laughing, she batted her eyelashes at him. "I'll have to wait till he goes up to bat. What number is he?"


  "Twenty-four. I kinda made him into a Griffey, Junior fan."


  Her smile became seductive. She held onto the drink briefly as he reached for it. "I like your taste in role models."


  Abandoning his change, George snatched a pack of sunflower seeds out of the display and grabbed his drink, nodding as he moved toward the field, doubly grateful he hadn't brought Oliver along. Oliver wouldn't have been able to resist staking some sort of claim.


  Two games into the season and he already thought of the fence running along the foul line as 'Divorced Daddy Row'. He picked a spot as the blue-shirted umpire signaled for the opposing team to take the field to warm up. Adam streaked across the outfield grass toward him, a huge grin splitting his face.


  "Dad! Dad! Did you buy bubblegum?"


  "Nice try, son. You want your mother to kill me?" George handed the drink and snack over the fence, resisting the urge to pull the cap off his son's head and ruffle his hair. Adam was getting too old for that sort of thing.


  "I'm batting clean-up," Adam announced proudly, glancing toward the dugout. "Gotta go, Coach's waving at me."


  To his left, someone snorted. "My kid makes me feel like a walking teller machine, too."


  George glanced at the man, but before he could reply, he felt a hand on his arm.


  "Do you want to hear the good news or the bad news first?" Connie asked, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.


  "Good news. Always the good news." He noted her nervous gesture apprehensively, but smiled as he turned from the fence and followed her to a spot only a few steps away. The low off-field lighting hid the little wrinkles she wasted time worrying about, and for a change, she was smiling.


  "I got a job."


  George's momentary good mood evaporated. "Damn it, Connie, you know how I feel about that. I never want Adam coming home to an empty house. Especially not now, when he's just about to turn into a teenager." When they'd met, Connie had been trying to juggle her job and her three-year-old, often coming to work without sleep because of Adam's severe ear infections. A lot of their early 'dates' had been evenings George walked the floors with Adam so Connie could get some much-needed sleep.


  She placed her fingers over his lips. "Can I finish, please?" At his silent nod, she continued. "I got an editor's job, George, for a small electronic book publisher. I can work from home. It won't pay much to start, but I'll get increases. College, George, we have to start thinking about Adam's college, especially if you're not going back into journalism."


  Guilt dropped onto his shoulder, drumming his heels into George's chest. He'd started showing up for his studio segments drunk, then had blown off assignments. He understood now he'd been suffering from PTSD, as well as survivor's guilt, from his days as an embedded reporter, and he'd gotten help as part of rehab, but deep down, he despised the way he'd made a living off other people's misfortunes. He drank to dampen the guilt he felt about cheating on his wife, and about capitalizing on catastrophes. Connie had been understanding, all things considered. She'd even uprooted Adam and followed him here so he could more easily stay in Adam's life. College was a concern he hadn't focused on yet. Relocating, rehab, and taking the undemanding job working for Rissa had drained their savings, as had maintaining separate households. He'd had to cut her budget drastically, and she'd worked with him on that as well. "Congratulations. You're a wonderful editor, Connie. They're lucky to have you."


  "The bad news is, I think Adam may have downloaded a virus on my laptop, just when I need it the most. Can you fix it?"


  His computer skills were basic. "I'll take care of it."


  She gave him another smile, relief tinting her eyes. "In that case, I'll go get you another drink. So you don't have to deal with the man-eating piranha at the concession stand again." She winked before turning away, leaving George staring after her, stunned by the first joke she'd ever cracked about his being gay. Did he dare hope she'd accepted he wasn't going to go straight?


  In a perfect world, she'd have been the kind of woman who'd have enjoyed him bringing another man into their bed, and gotten off from watching George fuck him, but she wasn't. He blew out a harsh breath, turning back to the field. Not that he seemed to pick bisexual guys to fuck anyway. She got her items with no side-order of flirting, and returned, handing them to him with a smirk.


  "If you sit with me, George, I promise I won't think it's because you want us to get back together." She handed him the drink. He looked for some sign of deceit in her eyes and couldn't find it. She wasn't much of a liar.


  He loved her. Honest to God, he did. He loved her in the way friends loved each other. She was a caring person, and a great mother, and she could be really funny. Twisting the top off his drink, he followed as she walked toward the row of low bleachers, noting the guys who watched her walk by. She was slim and attractive, and he was torn about how he felt about the possibility she might bring another man into Adam's life, but he could hardly ask her not to. He slid onto the hard metal bench beside her as Adam stepped into the on deck circle. Partly to aggravate Connie, George slid his fingers into his mouth and whistled. Adam turned to see where the sound came from, and the flash of hope in his son's eyes reminded George why it wasn't a good idea to take her up on her innocuous offer. It wasn't Connie who was having the most trouble accepting George had lied about being straight.


  His conscience bit him harder than the unforgiving bleacher seat, but George soon got lost in the game. Adam had a good night, with a double, a single and one strikeout. He made a beautiful catch in centerfield and threw a nice two-hopper to the plate for the game-ending out. George and Connie clapped enthusiastically as he came off the field towards them, dirty, sweating and grinning. He'd almost grown into his front teeth, George realized.


  As Adam leaned sideways to peer around him, George turned to see what the kid was looking at. A young girl was heading toward them with her family. The pert blonde looked a couple of years older than Adam. Forced to come to watch her younger brother play, perhaps. Or she'd decided the game was a good place to hone her feminine skills. She tossed a flirtatious wave toward Adam. The boy returned it, but his face turned scarlet as they walked to the parking area.


  Glancing at Connie, George saw she'd noticed as well. He couldn't figure out why her pleased smile hurt so much. They arrived at Connie's car, and George slipped an arm around Adam's shoulder while Connie unlocked her trunk. The kid flinched away and pushed past his mother, to throw his equipment bag into the space. Connie straightened and handed him her laptop. George grabbed it. "Great game, kiddo," he said quickly, tucking it under his arm. "Behave for your mom. See you guys later." Draining the plastic bottle he'd been nursing, he crushed it in one hand before hurling it into the closest trash container, striding across the gravel lot to his truck.


  He felt isolated in the sea of families arriving for or leaving the games.


  The feeling lingered. His apartment, in a squat, concrete-block complex built in the sixties, felt like a prison as he paced the small rooms, snatching up scattered clothes and stuffing them into a basket. The laundry room smelled of mildew and old socks, and the moist heat from the dryers seemed to make the stench cling to the clothes he wore, which in turn made him angry at Oliver, for pointing out something he'd never before noticed. Between loads, he pushed the vacuum in vicious swipes across the chocolate-colored carpeting. Because he couldn't drink, he got drunk on rage instead.


  Crossing the parking lot, headed to get the final load from the dryer, he dodged couples walking arm-in-arm, dressed for an evening out. Some apartments had the curtains opened on the large front window, and he saw couples curled together, watching television, or necking.


  Impatiently checking his watch while watching a load of jeans tumble, he began to wonder whether Sephrim was his guardian angel, and the more he thought about the idea the angel had walked off the job, the more pissed off he became. He was alone in the disgusting room, so he spoke aloud. "Get your sorry ass out here, Sephrim. I have questions, damn you."


  His only answer was the clink of the brads and buttons on his jeans against the rolling metal drum, a homey tune mocking his lack of domesticity, and it seemed the shriek of the buzzer signaled the end of some game he hadn't been aware he'd been playing.


  Slinging the final basket of clean clothes onto the couch, George grabbed his keys. Staying in the apartment was impossible. A drive would help him think since even the wayward inhabitants in his brain didn't seem to want to deal with him.


  George didn't intend to end up at Oliver's. He had a vague plan to drive to the state line and back, but he went right past the wooded seven-acre estate that persisted in the midst of urban sprawl, collared by lacy wrought-iron. Impulsively, he turned up the drive and parked behind Oliver's Audi. Sitting in front of the huge Federal-style home, staring sightlessly at the massive two-story columns, he remembered thinking about this house on his first visit to the White House, mostly due to the rounded porticos on both façades, if not their matching immaculate coats of white paint. Was it right to use Oliver to get past his anger and frustration over Connie and Adam? He'd have gone to an A.A. meeting, but this small town had none at this hour.


  The bars are still open, though. Tapping his key on the steering wheel, George thought about that next drink. He felt the bite of bourbon in the back of his throat and the fizz of the Coke on his tongue. He could handle one drink. Two at the most. Shoving the key into the switch, he backed out of Oliver's driveway.


  There was one gay bar in town, less than a half-mile from Oliver's. The Cattlemen's Club was tucked between a shop selling vacuum cleaners and one selling ceiling fans, set well behind both. At one time in his life, George had gotten a kick out of the now-standard joke that the place was situated between Suck and Blow. There wasn't a sign. The concrete and stucco building was bland. Unless you knew it was there, you'd overlook it. That was the point. Most of the action took place in the back parking lot. He wasn't here for action. George took a parking space at the side of the building and went in through the front door.


  The hum of the crowd fed the buzzing in his head as he made his way through the sea of bodies to the bar and ordered the drink. It soothed him to say the three little words aloud. "Jack and Coke." Propping a foot on the brass railing, he surveyed the room. It was like any Friday night bar scene, but there wasn't a woman in sight. Just men of all descriptions. George had always been attracted to masculine men, guys like himself. The kind of man that made women curse whenever they found out they didn't have a shot. Hot and fit and horny.


  "You sure about that drink?"


  George quit browsing the crowd to glare at the bartender. "Do I know you?" he demanded, angered that someone dared to second-guess his right to nurse his habit.


  The guy smiled as he checked George out. George judged him to be in his mid-twenties. He was blonde, blue-eyed and buff. His taut, sleeveless white tank had 'Lifeguard' screened across the chest, emphasized by the lighting over the bar. Though their features looked nothing alike, he reminded George of Oliver. "No, but we can fix that. I'm just about to go on break."


  The angel wouldn't talk to him, but the guilt that had bedeviled him all day wouldn't shut the fuck up. Oh, c'mon, this guy looks like all the rest. Isn't that an automatic yes, Georgie? Why not do it? You know you want him more than the drink. You just won't admit it. Isn't this why you blew up your life and your family, so you could say yes without feeling guilty? So what're you waiting for?


  Had he torn his life with Connie and Adam apart so he could continue picking up guys in bars? Same old same old, minus the guilt? Some days it felt as if he's traded in his Nikon and lenses for a load of guilt. All he'd accomplished so far was hurting his wife and son.


  The bar faded, and George was walking through Camp Leatherneck, Afghanistan. Dusty Marines wore helmets and lounged against sand bags. Two played checkers, and one bent over a piece of paper, looking up when George's shadow fell over him. "Hey, George, does commitment have two m's or one? I'm asking Laura to marry me soon as I get some phone time, but I wanna write everything down, so I say it right."


  "Commitment has three m's, Shane," he'd replied. "If she says yes, the drinks are on me, buddy." Three. The number of days that passed before George watched the corporal explode.


  He turned away without replying and ran straight into Oliver. The other man's eyes fairly sizzled with anger, but his tone was cool. "Don't let me stop you if you're taking Sammy up on his offer."


  George didn't think. He reacted. Putting his hands on either side of Oliver's face, he kissed him, forcing his tongue past the other man's lips. Oliver didn't respond, and the fear that shivered through him froze his anger, but the knowledge he didn't want another substitute like Sammy drove him to continue. He wanted this man, and he wanted Oliver to know it. When George felt hands around his waist, and then Oliver began to return his kiss, relief thundered through him. Over the bump-and-grind music, he heard people clapping. When he had to breathe, he broke off their kiss. "I didn't come to pick up a guy. I came for a damn drink."


  Oliver's eyes widened and he grabbed George by the hand, towing him through the crowded tables and dance floor and out the back door. George took a deep breath of humid night air. The crowded parking lot smelled like hot asphalt and hotter sex. He glanced around as Oliver marched him through the parking lot. Couples were scattered in the darkness, indistinct charcoal shapes, most engaged in foreplay or blow jobs. When they stopped, George recognized Oliver's car.


  "Why?" Oliver demanded in a harsh whisper, crossing his arms over his chest as he leaned against the spotless fender. His hair was mussed as if he'd rolled out of bed without taking the time to comb it. He wore an old polo shirt. George almost grinned when he realized the meticulous man had on flannel pajama bottoms and a pair of flip-flops. If he'd been a woman, there'd have been sponge rollers in his hair, George thought crazily, raking his hands through his hair while to tried to formulate an answer.


  Oliver had no kids. He was the end of a long family line and swore he didn't care. There'd been more than one gay man in his family tree. How could George possibly make him understand how bad it hurt for Connie to look so relived at the proof he hadn't infected Adam with gayness, for lack of a better description? "I was angry. Adam's building this wall. I can't figure out how to get past it, and it's making me nuts."


  "So you drove to my house, but you left without coming in because you didn't think I'd understand you're afraid you're losing your son?"


  George shook his head, shoving his hands in his back pockets. "I drove off because I'm not ready to talk about it, I guess. I just wanted to be pissed off." He gave Oliver a pleading look. "Don't give up on me yet. I know I've had my head up my ass lately, but I just need time to figure some stuff out."


  A wary look clouded Oliver's expression. "Those are break-up words."


  George's fading anger flared back to life. "Like the camera wasn't saying, 'Here asshole, take this and go figure yourself out and maybe I'll be around when you're done and maybe I won't'?"


  Oliver spun him into the car, a move that surprised him, it happened so fast. This time it was Oliver who dominated their kiss. His hips ground forcefully into George's. God help him, he loved this, if this was going where he thought. He felt the other man's hands at his waist, unzipping his jeans. Oliver slid his hand inside his boxers, at first only raking his fingertips along George's rising shaft. The symphony of sounds from the copulating couples around them made him harder.


  Oliver knew it, too. "You'd like me to suck you off right here, wouldn't you?" he purred, releasing George's mouth only to take a forceful nip of his neck. "You want me on my knees in this lot with your dick down the back of my throat, don't you?"


  His hardness was answer enough, George figured. Thrusting his hips, he silently begged for Oliver to wrap his fist around his cock, as his thigh parted the other man's forcefully. Oliver took the hint, his fingers warm and hard as they surrounded George's shaft. At the same time, his nibble of George's earlobe raised goose bumps along his throat in defiance of the heat. George pushed his cock into Oliver's hand, his mind racing ahead to the moment Oliver would kneel and take him deep. A guy leaning against a truck tailgate a few vehicles over cried out as he came.


  Oliver broke away, stepping back. George ached from the loss of him. "Well, I won't. But you can come back to my place, and we can have a pillow fight."


  George barked a frustrated sound. "What?"


  Oliver smiled, but it wasn't so dark George couldn't see the angry sparkle in his eyes. "You're mad at the world, I'm mad at you, but I don't have boxing gloves, dammit. I do happen to have some hard-as-rocks feather pillows." His expression was challenging, and as George thought about it, the idea sounded just ludicrous enough to be appealing.


  "Deal."


  Oliver unlocked his car. "Get in."


  George wasn't ready to take orders from Oliver, not here and not now, and above all, he wasn't about to leave his truck parked beside this building. He dug out his keys from his front pocket, shaking them in Oliver's face. "My truck goes where I go, I'll meet you at your place." The way Oliver rolled his eyes made George grin as he walked away. Oliver was a car guy. He didn't understand the connection between a man and his truck.


  ****


  "Where are we doing this?" George hefted the plaid-covered pillow experimentally, eying the ornate antique furniture in Oliver's bedroom doubtfully. Oliver stepped out of the immense closet, holding another pillow with the matching case.


  "Out back. It's mating season, other birds will grab them to make nests. Strip first."


  George laughed heartily. "Naked pillow fighting, huh?"


  Oliver shucked his pajama bottoms, coolly returning George's smile, but there was heat in his gaze. "Oh, yeah. Loser gets fucked. Ass in the air, cheeks spread. Fucked."


  "How will I know when I've won?" George dropped his pillow on the bed so he could unfasten his jeans.


  "First one to run out of feathers loses." Oliver straightened and whipped off his shirt. "And you're going to lose."


  The air was cooler in Oliver's spacious back yard than it had been in the bar parking lot. Fairy lights twinkled around the trunks of the tall river oaks, making George roll his eyes at the idea of a man living alone would do such, but then Oliver took the first thwack with his pillow, hitting George mid-chest while he was gazing around like a tourist, and he forgot about everything but winning. The erection he'd had at the bar had receded, but as they rained blows upon each other, punctuated with shouts and taunts, he began to grow hard again, looking at Oliver's nude body. The man was fine, and his cock was more than half-mast, and George got distracted more than one time watching it bounce.


  "Turn around, George. I wanna soften up that ass before I fuck it," Oliver taunted, swinging hard.


  George jumped out of the way as he shook his head, pausing to wipe sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. "If you want it, you have to win it." He narrowed his eyes and dropped his hand to his shaft, stroking himself while Oliver stared. "And you're not going to win."


  Sweat sheened Oliver's torso. Fine blonde curls stuck to the centerline of his chest as well as to his brow, along with a few pinfeathers. Oliver grasped his own cock, polishing it rapidly, his gaze never leaving George's fist. "I'm imagining my hand is your sweet ass, George. I wonder what sound you'll make when I pop your cherry? I bet I can make you moan like a bitch, baby. Can you feel it yet George? My cock sliding into you? I know I can."


  George swung hard, scoring a clean hit at the knee as Oliver let go of his woody and drew back for his own attack. Oliver staggered, but George's triumphant grin faded as he saw the explosion of feathers from his pillow.


  "Got any duct tape?" he joked, but impending defeat made his brow damper. Oliver's pillow was vastly heavier than the one George swung in their next flurry of blows. Two strikes later, he held only a limp rag in his fist, using it to pop Oliver, but had begun to wrap his mind around what was coming next.


  Squinting through the static of falling feathers, he saw Oliver grin triumphantly. George went on the attack, throwing his arms around him to prevent another swing. Behind his back, he tried to grab for the other man's pillow.


  Oliver ground his groin against George's, dropping the pillow to grasp his hips. The stroke of his bristly chin along George's neck set off sparks inside his cock as he felt their shafts slide against each other. It doubled his excitement to know, to really know, what Oliver was feeling. He could practically feel the blood rushing into both their tools as his ache built. Yet his heart rate did double duty as their cocks still dueled.


  "It's gonna be good, baby," Oliver promised as if George had spoken aloud.


  George glanced down at his discarded pillow, still three-quarters full. "I think you rigged this somehow."


  "How would I do that?"


  It was hard to stay angry standing bare-assed and ankle-deep in goose down. George dropped his arms, stepping back, but he plucked a feather from Oliver's hair. "Be gentle with me," he tried to joke, but the crack in his voice betrayed his cavalier words.


  "Shower first," Oliver decreed, brushing ineffectually at George's chest. "You look like you just fucked the abominable snowman during shedding season."


  "Was I at least on top?" George muttered.


  "You kill me," Oliver retorted. "It's like you're afraid taking cock is gonna make you more gay." He stomped to the outdoor shower, wrenching on the water. "That's the whole damn point, you know? It fucking feels good."


  George may have thought the tiny white lights in the trees was a bit of a feminine touch, but he heartily approved of the huge rainfall-style shower head Oliver had installed under the portico.


  To his surprise, Oliver didn't try to bathe him. Instead, he stepped under the gentle fall of water and took his time rinsing, running his hands over his chest, his legs and finally, when he was sure George was watching, his cock. He stopped thinking about why Oliver was getting hard and let himself enjoy watching it happen. Oliver taunted him, tugging his shaft toward his navel, the head flushed and swollen above his fist. As he caressed the spot just below the flared rim, George felt his cock throb in response. Oliver's dimple appeared.


  That was it, George realized. The reason he preferred fucking men over women was that men had no way to hide their desire. There wasn't anything to try to gauge or guess at, just a solid showing of want. It was hot as hell to see how badly Oliver wanted to fuck him.


  Oliver backed out, and George stepped under the falling water. "Meet me around front at your truck," Oliver announced, then shook his head like a wet dog. His palm came down hard on George's ass before he bounded through the back door, leaving George staring after him, trying to figure out what the hell he'd gotten into.


  It was erotic, walking around the large house in the moonlight, wet and bare-assed with his cock taking point. The neatly-clipped grass felt soft underfoot and a breeze whispered in the tops of the towering river oaks. George propped his elbows on the bed-rail of the truck, drumming his fingers nervously against his ribs and studied the house while he waited for Oliver. The pendulum light fixture suspended from the rounded roof soaring two stories above the terracotta-tiled porch added to the soft glow from the fan-shaped glass above the front doors. Apprehension and excitement two-stepped in his chest when Oliver stepped out of one of the carved oak doors, holding a stack of folded towels. Lube and condoms were perched on top. Water darkened Oliver's hair to the color of aged pewter, but George smiled a bit when he saw the fresh comb-marks.


  Without a word, Oliver dropped the tailgate climbed into the bed, parking the towels on top of the cab. "Come on, get up here," he ordered, picking up a towel and turning towards him. George caught the scent of fabric softener as Oliver extended a hand to help him up. Stepping close, Oliver began buffing the water from his shoulders and chest while the velvety head of his penis made ticklish strokes against the hair on George's thigh. The still-warm towel left tingling skin in its wake. Oliver knelt, scuffing the towel briskly down George's leg, then up the other, interspersing the energetic rub-down with kisses along his hip bone, tantalizingly close to his cock, yet too far away. Oliver's lips skimmed past George's dark thatch to his sac, and the sudden soft tongue- stroke seemed to shove George against the back of the cab. The other man's tongue was deliciously wet as he traced the seam between his balls. George was so hard it hurt.


  "Spread your legs wider," Oliver demanded. When George obeyed, bracing his feet against the ribbed metal, Oliver rewarded him by sucking one into his mouth, swirling his tongue around the tender orb. George let his head fall back. His need burned brighter than any star. Oliver's hot licks along the sensitive strip behind his balls wound him tighter.


  "Suck me." He needed that. Instead, Oliver's palms caressed the ridge of muscle that corded his hip bones, and explored every dent in his abdomen while his tongue roamed the soft skin connecting his balls to his body. George felt the sting of fingernails raking his nipples, and the other man's knowing chuckle sent shockwaves rippling up George's spine.


  He groaned with relief when Oliver's lips finally enveloped the head of his cock, and he pushed the tip of his tongue into the tiny slit. "God, that's good," George admitted aloud. "I love the way you suck cock, Oliver."


  Oliver's reply was to take George deep. He continued to toy with a nipple with one hand, but he slid the fingers of the other along the cleft of George's ass. He needed more, beginning to increase his thrusts into Oliver's mouth. Oliver pulled off, but wrapped his fist around his shaft, stroking him fast and hard.


  "Turn around and put your hands on the roof of the cab."


  Bullets have no brakes once they take flight. Some crazy bit of conversation from his war assignment popped into his head when George looked down, seeing the heat in Oliver's intent expression. He raked his nails down George's thighs and cocked a brow.


  He wished it were darker. Then he wouldn't have seen the flash of resignation on his lover's handsome face, or the lines of disappointment settling around his eyes. In every disaster, there's a moment where things might have turned out differently. As a journalist, George once excelled at exposing those moments. They were most easily found with the myopic lens of hindsight, but he didn't need hindsight to know this was the critical moment in his relationship with Oliver. Turning meant one thing. Not turning, something else.


  The face of every man he'd ever hooked up with flooded his brain; a platoon of pleasure-soldiers detonating tracer-rounds that first brought thrilling fireballs only to jettison the poisonous fallout of emptiness.


  Inhaling deeply, George turned, bracing his feet against the sides of the truck bed. His arms spanned the hood, but there wasn't anything to grip, only the waxed curve of metal and glass. The rasp of those whiskers made him tighten his cheeks, but Oliver's stroking tongue soon made him forget anything else. His pulse sang tenor, but his throbbing cock had the base notes, drumming insistently above the raucous cicadas. Curling one palm around his shaft eased his ache into something bearable. Pumping his fist in time with Oliver's motion, George focused on the friction of his palm and the decadent slide of wet muscle around his entrance. When Oliver stiffened his tongue, pushing into a place he'd never allowed to be breached, George stared at a faraway star, suddenly wishing they'd gone inside. Oliver replaced his tongue with a glazed finger. George lowered his head to the cool metal of the truck roof, his wayward mind conjuring the image of a young Marine sniper's finger as it gently squeezed a trigger.


  The sting of penetration matured into an exquisite ache as Oliver fingered him, raining kisses and nips on his lower back. He pushed aside George's fist, silently demanding all control. Another finger pierced him, and then a third, stretching more of him than that single spot, it seemed.


  The stars must have dropped from the sky, stealing passage into him, riding on Oliver's cock. Brilliant bursts of light danced behind his tightly-clenched eyes, seeming to outline every ridge and vein of the invading column. The sensation redefined pain as a prerequisite to understanding pleasure.


  "God, Oliver." He only had breath to moan. The exquisite ache spiraled as Oliver drove deeper, his thrusts slow and measured, claiming a bit more of George with each thrust. The stars migrated, some moving to spin around his nipple, following his lover's hand. Others became comets, their fiery tails blazing through the inner space of his shaft when the head of Oliver's cock found the intended target. George couldn't control his moans when Oliver's cockhead staked its claim on the territory he'd sought out so many times without fully understanding why.


  "That's it, baby," Oliver crooned. "Take my cock. Take me, George."


  "I'm gonna cum," George gasped.


  Diabolically, Oliver tightened his fingers around the base of his cock and balls, squeezing until the release George craved expanded inside his sac, pounding furiously at the stricture.


  His sense of loss battled with relief when Oliver pulled out. Fingers bit into George's hips as Oliver turned him. George's cock swelled. Oliver slid off the condom and stepped close. Grasping both cocks with forceful strokes, Oliver curled his other hand around George's neck, and his tongue stroked past his lips with equal force. Though he had the truck cab at his back, George had to wrap his arms tightly around Oliver to keep from falling, returning the kiss with a need that outweighed his need to cum. Twin jets of seed splashed like hot rain onto their bare chests.


  When the blinding explosions of rapture resolved once more into darkness, George opened his eyes. There was more than male pride and sexual satisfaction in Oliver's eyes. He'd seen that look before. That look lay in pieces on Max's desk. It lurked behind reproach every time he saw Connie. George closed his eyes again.


  "Let's go curl up in my bed and sleep till noon," Oliver suggested when their shaky legs allowed them to jump down from the truck. Clinging together like drunken sailors, they walked the short distance to the house.


  "I need to go. I forgot something I have to get done. For Connie." The pointed tail of guilt pierced him when he saw the flare in Oliver's eyes."I'll be back," he lied, looking away.


  In the bedroom, George quickly donned his clothes, unable to meet Oliver's steady gaze. The other man's disappointment unfurled, filling the room and beating the air from George's lungs.


  He couldn't speak, so he left without saying good-bye.


  ****


  The bridge was a relic of the days when the city had been a hub for the railroad. Rust covered the metal girders like bloody snow where the skeletal structure poked through the morning fog. George stepped onto the first large metal plate, looking down through the skimpy railings. The mud-stained water tumbling over the dam made a roar that echoed in his head.


  It had taken him over an hour to find this place, thought it wasn't far from his apartment as the crow flew. George looked up, searching for signs of slack in the tension wires overhead. He had no idea when the bridge had last been inspected. He couldn't see anything on the other side, just the tops of the two towers that were all there was left standing of the mill. They soared above the mist, seeming miles away, sooty silhouettes against the dawn. Stopping three steps onto the aging structure, he cupped his hands around his mouth, feeling foolish. It wasn't as if the angel were real.


  He didn't know why the hell he was here, other than he hadn't been able to sleep, and after running a few scans on Connie's laptop, he'd idly Googled this place while checking to see if he'd fixed the computer's problem.


  "Sephrim!" The rush of the water seemed to defy his shout. Gazing around at the huge river oaks leaning over the water, he saw the leaves begin to turn, revealing their silvered undersides as the climbing sun began to burn the fog away.


  "So, you finally showed."


  A figure stood at the far edge of the bridge. All George could make out was dark hair and denim-clad legs. "Sephrim?"


  It was strange. He could hear as well as if the figure had been standing right in front of him. The angel chuffed out a laugh. "You were expecting the King of England, perhaps?" George thought about pointing out there was a woman on the throne of Great Britain, but Sephrim kept talking. "You're a hard man to motivate, George Lloyd."


  "I'm here, aren't I?"George felt a twinge of pain between his shoulder blades. "What do you want from me?"


  "You have to cross this bridge to find that out."


  He'd rather step in front of a speeding train. "I can't help you get your wings back, Sephrim."


  "Who said we were talking about my wings?"


  As George stared, the mist swirling around Sephrim moved, pushed aside by the horribly abbreviated feathers at the angel's back. Long strands of dark hair fluttered around his face but never hid the angel's piercing stare. George dropped his gaze, but looking down was a mistake. Dark debris pierced the whitecaps on the heaving surface below.


  "So worried about being a man." The angel's laugh was low.


  The taunt moved his feet easier than any force could have. With each halting step, the metal under his soles vibrated, sending tremors up his legs to weaken his knees.


  George's certainty that he was walking to his death grew with each step.


  Images danced inside his skull. Him and Oliver, drunkenly arm-in-arm, belting out the chorus to Stand By Me as they stumbled to their dorm after some long-ago frat party. Their drunken kiss as the song ended. Their first. Adam's grin as he swung the bat and connected for his first hit in a Little League game. Connie, her lips moving as she repeated her wedding vows behind a veil he hadn't yet lifted. His father, grinning as he waved a dismissive hand. Enough about your frat brother, tell me about that cute Biology major. Connie again, her eyes red and swollen, demanding, Is it true George? Are you gay? You've cheated on me with other men? His chest ached as if he could still feel her blows. Oliver, leaning against the doorframe of his bedroom, every line of his body radiating hurt.


  When George blinked the blurred images away, he realized he was standing before Sephrim, close enough to touch him. Intent golden eyes burned into his. "Who are you?" His whisper seemed to wash over the dam, but the angel responded.


  "You know my name."


  He'd come for answers, not to watch a movie of his failures. "Are you a guardian?"


  The angel shook his head. "Not any more, George. I gave that up for love."


  The wind tore at his clothing, and horrible screeching sounds made by metal rubbing against metal drove his pulse higher. "You said you needed my help."


  The angel's laughter was musical, deep and rich. "You're a sucker for that line. You're here to help yourself, George."


  A new scene materialized inside George's head. He was almost used to the way Sephrim used his skull as a cinema screen. Sephrim, being carried by the soldier, the tips of his wings discarded on the ground behind them as they moved slowly away. Overhead, Erasmus's long, perfect plumage beat the sky, sending clouds scuttling in the wake of his obvious fury. Sephrim looked up, and though blood still ran from his wounded wings, they halted. Tenderly, the soldier pressed his lips to Sephrim's and with a loud roar, Erasmus flew so high, George could no longer see him. Still Sephrim and the soldier kissed.


  The wind died down.


  "Erasmus cut your wings because you fell in love with another man?" George's heart sank, but he felt he already knew the answer.


  Sephrim frowned, shaking his head. "He clipped my wings because I asked him to."


  "But, I saw you two fighting," George protested.


  The angel shrugged, the vestiges of his wings bouncing gently. "Erasmus tested me, to see if my will was strong. This is an imperfect art, communicating with my charges. I had to tap into something to get your attention." His smile became sly, and his golden eyes darkened. "My, you do like to get the whole story, don't you, George?"


  George refrained from mentioning he'd damn near killed him with second-hand pain. "So, it's okay that you loved another man?"


  The smile on the angel's face broadened. He put his hand over George's heart. "Why ask what you already know?" Sephrim closed his eyes, but his useless wings continued to wave. George's vision went dark, but the angel's voice became melodic and soothing, for the first time since stepping out on the bridge, he wasn't afraid. "Adam. Connie. Oliver. Your parents. All live right here. How can that be wrong, George? You love each in a different way, but love is love, isn't it? Love is the greatest of all things. It was worth my wings to feel love."


  Blindly, George reached out but touched nothing. "One more question. What's this got to do with Lucien?"


  "Nothing. Except his mind saw things differently, like yours does sometimes, but for different reasons. He saw me; you can see me. Most people don't."


  George's vision cleared, and behind Sephrim, he saw another man. For just an instant, he thought he saw a torn and bloody uniform, but he blinked and then the man wore nothing. Unlike Sephrim, the soldier had no wings. When he turned his gaze back to Sephrim, the angel's wings weren't fluttering pointlessly around his shoulders.


  "I don't understand," he protested.


  Sephrim turned away, linking hands with the soldier. Rough scars marred his shoulder blades. The angel never turned back as the pair walked away, leaving George alone on the far side of a bridge to nowhere. He stared after them until they disappeared over a hill. The place where the angel touched him felt warm yet he didn't understand why he'd been dragged out here to cross an unsafe bridge for no reason. Finally, in frustration, George turned back, thrusting his hands thrust deep inside the front pockets of his jeans, his thoughts racing. Just before he stepped off the bridge, he heard Sephrim's voice again.


  "Of course you do, George. I wasn't the one trying to use broken wings to fly."


  ****


  George tossed the ball to Adam, who fired it back, deliberately offline, he knew, but he jumped, stretching as far as he could and snagged it. He tossed it back with a flick of his wrist. "We need to talk, Adam."


  The kid scowled, shaking his head so hard his hair stood out from his head, so straight compared with George's waves, but the espresso color was the same. George wondered guiltily whether Connie had the money to get his hair cut.


  "Then listen. I know you're pissed off at me for leaving your mother and you. But let me ask you something. The other night, after your ballgame, do you remember that girl you were staring at? The one wearing the pink top?"


  Adam's brows disappeared beneath his too-long bangs. "Crystal, you mean? Justin's older sister?"


  George grinned as he fielded a toss from the gangly kid that wasn't quite as hard as the last. "That's her. Tell me something, Adam. Did you choose to be attracted to her? Is it something you planned?"


  Adam scowled and threw the ball wide, but George laid out in the grass, managing to catch it with the tip of his glove. Rolling onto his back, he tossed it back. Adam stepped to the side, allowing the ball to sail past. He jerked off his glove and hurled it to the ground.


  "I get it, okay? I get that you don't like girls anymore. What I don't get is why you married us." Adam's mouth twisted, and he blinked rapidly. "If you can stop liking Mom and stop liking your job, doesn't that mean you can stop liking me?"


  The kid didn't give him a chance to respond. George watched the stripes on his son's shirt blur as the boy raced into the house, slamming the back door with enough force to bring Connie outside to see what the fuss was about.


  He shoved his hands through his hair and met her inquisitive look. "I'm trying, dammit. Trying to explain something to him even you barely understand. He thinks I'm going to quit loving him because—" He let his arms fall, staring at her miserably. "I haven't stopped loving you, Connie. I just needed to stop feeling like a freak."


  She held up her hand like a traffic cop. "Stop. Just stop talking, George. It's my fault too. My fault because I can't help it, dammit. I can't look at you without wondering what I did wrong. I love you, and I want you. Do you have any idea what it's done to me to know you don't feel that same way?" Tears began to roll down her cheeks. He had trouble understanding her next words. "I can start accepting that I can't blame you for how you're made, but it makes me want to scream because if people hadn't made you feel as if you had to hide who you are, then I'd never have had what I can't accept that I've lost." Her sunburned shoulders looked as red and raw as he felt.


  He blinked at her, stunned by the pain her admission caused him. "Can't it be enough to know you're the only woman I'll ever love? I mean, I chose you both. It wasn't some accident of nature. Denying I was gay was only part of that."


  "You mean that?"


  She looked so vulnerable and so disbelieving. "Of course I do, Connie. Can't you take what I can give you?" He pulled her into his arms, hugging her tight. Her arms wound around his neck, and he felt her trembling. "You allowed me the privilege of sharing Adam's life, and I couldn't love him more if we'd made him together. I always took that as one of the biggest honors I ever received, you letting me adopt your baby, because I know how much you love him. I'll always love you both. That's never going to change. If it makes me selfish to hope you'll always love me too, then that's what I am, selfish. But you need to make room in your heart for another man. It's time. Get happy, and stop waiting for me to make that happen for you. I know my limits. But I did fix your laptop. And stop cutting the damn grass. I'd have done it, you know." He pressed a kiss to her forehead.


  The slender arm he felt go around his waist wasn't Connie's.


  "Can you teach me how to use the riding mower, Dad? I'm big enough now."


  ****


  Mercifully, the wedding reception ended. The newly-minted bride hurled her flowers at one of her bridesmaids, the groom dragged off her garter and shot it into the air, and George filmed them running through a shower of birdseed, zeroing in on the 'Just Married' tin cans someone thoughtfully tied to the back of their Honda before the last battery for the video camera died. He and Rissa packed their equipment, and he stowed it all in her trunk. The shrill sound of sirens made him look across the small pond.


  There were fire trucks parked on the grass beyond the lined asphalt parking area, and a cluster of men in heavy turnout gear along the bank of a ravine that split off a section of the park.


  "Thank God that didn't start until the reception was over. I'd never be able to strip that noise off the tape." Rissa slammed her trunk, watching as three ambulances and a fire truck raced down a road.


  "See you back at the studio," he said, running for his truck. He was about to lose the light, and he had no flash.


  George stared at the pink-clad Leica, still on the seat where he'd tossed it. Picking it up, he held the camera to his eye experimentally and played with the focusing ring. The view was brighter than he'd expected. He pulled the camera away from his face and looked at the f-stops printed on the lens. .95 was the lowest. A smile twisted his lips. Damn Oliver, this lens cost about six grand new. He'd better have gotten it second-hand. He set the camera back on the passenger seat, cranking the truck. He drove over the low concrete barrier and pulled across the grass. A lump formed in his throat when he realized what must have happened. People were scattered on the grass surrounding the small station where park visitors got on a miniature train that circled the park. He pointed the Leica at the information sign. The ride had opened for the season only yesterday. With the warm weather, it would have been full of parents bringing their kids out for a day of family fun.


  No matter how he twisted the focusing ring, the image was blurry for long moments. Breathing deeply, George knew this was what'd made him turn away from journalism. Taking pictures of war and disaster was tough. But there would be injured children.


  Another ambulance stopped behind him, blocking his exit. As he waited for it to pull forward, it seemed Sephrim whispered into his ear. "George, how can people know what to get outraged over if they never see anything sad or shocking? If they never see images that made them cry, how can they appreciate being happy?" George put the camera back to his eye and began to snap, becoming familiar with the camera's double-pump winding action.


  Jumping from the truck, he sprinted across the lot toward the staging area for the rescue workers. It wasn't hard to find the perfect angle for his shots. Other photographers were already in place, but he heard their mutters. The sun was setting, and the flashes on their digital cameras wouldn't carry the fifty feet or more into the ravine.


  The train had been full. Small bodies lay motionless on the rocks lining the ravine that led to the creek, a tributary of the river he'd crossed early this morning, same as the one he and Oliver had made love beside the day before. The miniature train lay on its side, the small passenger cars empty and filling with water. The rescue workers carried body after body up the steep hill, and before long, George had a full roll.


  Running to his truck, he hurried down North Church Street to the studio. Rissa was seated at his worktable, looking at the video he'd made earlier in the afternoon. "I swear there's something wrong with my video camera, George. You did great, but these shots just aren't crisp as I'd like. The bride and groom will love this, but--"


  "An image is only as clear as the lens you see it through," he chided. "Mind if I develop a roll of film? It's kind of urgent."


  "No problem," she muttered, turning back to the monitor. "Can you throw the wedding film in with it?"


  When George came out of the film darkroom from splicing the rolls of film together, he poured a cup of coffee and started to pace as he began the wait for the antiquated film machine to process the rolls. Rissa raised her head and smiled. "When are you going to fix this picture, George?"


  Turning in the seat he'd occupied for so many nights, she picked up the photo. He crossed the workroom to look over her shoulder. The image showed a small scratch. Nothing else, just a small scratch. The dark stains that had seemed so hopeless when he'd first looked at the print weren't present. Shooing Rissa from his seat, George selected a small brush with shaking hands and touched it to his tongue. Swirling the brush through the remains of the transparent colors on his palette, the same ones he'd used to touch up the white spots left by scattered dust particles on the elementary school pictures, he carefully dotted in the appropriate colors, covering the tiny scratch in less than five minutes. He squinted at the repair critically. The surface would always be damaged, of course, but the blended colors hid the damage from all but the most intense inspection.


  "Bonus time," Rissa looked over her shoulder with a happy grin.


  "You keep the money, Rissa," George protested. "I didn't do much at all." He dug her hundred out of his pocket and returned it. "Turned out, I didn't need to buy anything."


  "If you weren't gay, I'd probably give you a reason to sue me for sexual harassment, George."


  He laughed. "Careful, Rissa. Anyone listening might get the idea that you don't really hate men." He grinned at her. "There's a guy out there somewhere, looking for you."


  She shook her head violently. "No, I'm just gonna focus on this business. No more men."


  "Yeah, I've said that once or twice myself," he admitted, grinning when she laughed. "Then I realized I'd already met the perfect one." He snapped his fingers. "That reminds me, I printed this for you." George reached across her shoulder, flipping through the prints stacked along the top of his worktable. Pulling out the eight-by-ten of a good-looking guy with the dark tan and hypnotic green eyes she'd shot along with the images for Max, he laid it in front of her. "Fess up, woman."


  She shot him the bird but stared at the picture. "He's just another stuck-up pretty boy. I only seem to meet that kind. Probably fucks everything in a skirt."


  George put his hands on her shoulders, giving them a squeeze. "Then give the man a reason to stop."


  "Film's done," Rissa said unnecessarily, since he could hear the buzzer.


  He used the old package printer for the sake of speed, and put the exposed paper onto the print processor, growing more anxious to see the final result of his shots.


  They were spectacular. George watched as crisp images rolled off the processor a few minutes later. He heard Rissa behind him. She leaned around him to peer at the prints. "Dammit," she groused.


  "I know. It's a real tragedy. The train derailed at Cleveland Park. A six-year old boy was pronounced dead at the scene."


  She looked up at him. "That's horrible, but it wasn't what I meant. You're going back to your career, I take it."


  He put his arm around her and gave her shoulders a squeeze. "One day at a time, Rissa. Right now, I just stumbled onto this. I'll scan these and send them to the local stations. That's all."


  ****


  George pulled up the drive to Oliver's secluded home. Parking out front he gazed at the columns across the façade of the stately home, waiting for his heartbeat to slow before slipping the CD he'd burned into the player on his truck. The opening notes from a well-tuned piano made him smile nostalgically. He pushed the volume up full blast and turned to pick up the laundry basket that had the pink Leica nestled on top as Ben E. King began to sing the words to the song he'd fallen in love to.


  He was leaning against his truck when Oliver came out onto the porch, dressed as if going to a fashion show. George leisurely inspected the knife-pleated blue suit pants, grey silk sweater and blue oxford button-down he figured was starched within an inch of its life, cinched at the neck with the perfectly matching plaid silk tie. A stripe in the tie matched Oliver's eyes. It was the look in those blue eyes that made his heart stop as Oliver slowly strolled down the steps, his lips moving to the words. The beard was perfectly clipped at three day's growth, setting off his handsome face to perfection.


  The dimple George adored flashed as Oliver peered into the laundry basket. "Those clothes look clean to me," he said when the song ended, his gaze questioning.


  "I love you, Oliver," George stated simply.


  Oliver looked at him steadily. "Did you hear that popping sound?"


  George frowned, shaking his head. "I've heard a lot of crazy stuff lately, but no, I didn't hear anything like that." His heart fell to his hubcaps at Oliver's offhand tone.


  Oliver tilted his head, and his slow grin nearly took George's breath away. "Oh, I'm sure I heard it. I'm almost positive it was the sound of your head finally clearing your asshole. For what it's worth, I've been in love with you since the day we met."


  As they kissed across the basket, George thought he heard the off-kilter beat of broken wings, but it might have been his heart turning somersaults.
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  THE VAMPIRE AND THE BEAR


  by Deanna Wadsworth


  CHAPTER 1


  "Hey, you two! Why don't you pick on someone your own size?"


  "Dammit," Charlie cursed when he saw the burly, bear-of-a-bouncer coming to his 'rescue.'


  This was the last thing he needed tonight.


  "Get a load of this dude," Scott sneered. He and his fuck-buddy grinned at each other as the big guy with a cricket bat closed in.


  "What's he gonna do?" Allen asked, wiping blood from his face— Charlie had slammed the guy into the telephone pole and broken his nose.


  Not one of his better moments.


  When he'd passed the dark alley and saw the two morons lip locked with their hands down each other's pants, they went from shocked, embarrassed, and straight to pissed faster than you could shake a stick. Idiots must've thought they were safe to fuck in a London back alley because what were the chances someone they knew from the States would walk by?


  Charlie never could abide with men taking out their closeted issues on him. He had no problem if a guy wanted to suck cock. It was one of his personal faves. But hiding and living on the run after his last colony gave him the boot had worn Charlie's patience down more than usual. And ever since he'd come to this city a weird sensation had prickled his mind, leaving him with one last nerve.


  A nerve these two morons had promptly raised their legs and pissed on.


  Hence the introduction of a telephone pole to poor Allen's face.


  Even with the shadows of the streets on his side, the humans outside the bar had seen their altercation, drawing the rest of the nosey twats outside.


  Now what the hell was he going to do?


  In all his ninety-seven years, Charlie rarely exposed his race, the nightwalkers, so he supposed he'd been long overdue. Hopefully, Karma wouldn't take it out too bad on him. Holding doors for old ladies, paying it forward and all that crap had to count for something, right?


  "Maybe he wants to be a chew toy," Scott suggested and Allen cackled.


  Charlie rolled his eyes. They were such idiots— even for werewolves.


  Pain in my ass…


  He'd only wanted to find a cute guy, have some fun and maybe a little snack. Lonely and homesick for the States, Charlie had first been drawn to the gay bar Luke's Saloon because of its American West décor even though it resided in a pretty seedy part of town. However, something— he couldn't put his finger on what— had him lingering long after he determined the place had cold beer but slim pickings. Uncomfortable with the unknown pull the place had on him, Charlie decided to motor. Not one for premonitions, if he were having one tonight, he'd be better off not finding out what it meant.


  He'd leave such hoodoo voodoo to witches.


  However, Charlie couldn't bail now and leave Red Rocket and his pal Leg Humper behind when they were itching for a fight. Though the moon had waned four nights ago, the magnetic effects of its pull still messed with their already deficient minds. They wouldn't shift in public but they could beat the shit out of the unsuspecting human.


  "Don't do anything stupid," Charlie warned the wolves as he adjusted his hoodie and retracted his fangs. If anyone had seen the teeth, maybe they'd assume he was a Twilight groupie who took his love of Edward-the-glittering-freak a little too seriously.


  "Who you calling stupid?" Allen demanded.


  Charlie rolled his eyes and tried to assess how much damage control would be needed. With nothing much happening on a Tuesday night, a crowd of people had already followed the big human from the bar. The rubberneckers were the usual well-dressed guys one found in a gay bar, a six-foot tall drag queen, some chicks who looked like Justin Beiber and the cliché fat, fag hags hanging on their gay BFFs.


  Gag! What had Charlie been thinking?


  He hated gay bars. He hated any kind of bar. It disgusted him watching all the people having fun with their friends when he had no one, unless he wanted to use a little nightwalker mind-control to fake a friend for the evening. It was more than his pathetic situation putting him in such a pissy mood, however. Tonight he pretty much hated everything— even puppies. Though that probably had something to do with being harassed by their canine counterparts when all he'd wanted to do was hail a cab and get the hell out of this borough. A strange foreboding had been itching at his skin for days, making him irritable and on edge. But here, in this part of town, it had gotten much stronger.


  Since when did he have premonitions anyway?


  Sure would have come in handy back home with the Feds up his ass. After almost being caught in New York, he'd figured if he jumped the pond and spent some time in England he could shake their tail. Maybe they were closing in again. Yet this sensation didn't feel like a warning. Or maybe it did. How the hell should he know?


  "You two need to bugger off," the blond Brit told the wolves before asking Charlie, "You all right, mate?"


  "I'm fine. This was just a misunderstanding—" His voice caught when the street light illuminated his would-be rescuer.


  Something inside Charlie stood up on high alert. He hadn't seen the brawny man when he'd trolled the bar, for if he had, none of this drama would be happening. He would have tucked him away in some dark corner to lick the sweat from the corded muscle of his neck, feel his blood pound under his tongue, run his hands through those messy blonde curls then down over the thick hairs on his arms. His cock swelled, and his fangs dropped on pure instinct.


  The powerful attraction, the sudden lust and hunger, hit Charlie hard. But the scarier part was that sense of warning he'd been experiencing spiked, almost as if it recognized the guy.


  Oh fuck!


  He was connected to Charlie's premonition.


  But what did that mean?


  The man's green eyes sparked menace and he gave Charlie a once over, his strong masculine voice interrupting those thoughts. "Yeah, mate, don't think so. This here's my bar and I don't take to fighting and I sure as bloody hell don't stand by and let a couple of blokes fuck with someone half their size."


  Charlie ordinarily would've been annoyed the giant human had to point out his five-foot-five stature— yeah, so fucking sue him. Charlie knew he had a Napoleon complex. In a world of all powerful creatures, size really did matter. He'd been fighting and scrapping to prove his strength for almost a century. Hence his being kicked out of yet another colony and landing himself in his current predicament. He never had learned to control his temper.


  Instead of his usual pissed off reaction, however, this man's protectiveness made his belly flutter.


  Of course that did irritate him. What was he, some kinda girl?


  Charlie did not get butterflies.


  His irritation at himself allowed him to get his hormones in check. He forced his fangs back and turned to face the human—no doubt the Luke of Luke's Saloon— while keeping the wolves in his line of sight. They were just stupid enough to make the situation worse.


  "Seriously, pal," Charlie began, noting Luke stood a good foot taller than him and carried about twice his width. Shit. He swallowed back drool and forced his fangs to stay put. He'd always loved to fuck big, furry guys, feel all that hair tickling his body, licking swirls into it. Nightwalkers were slight and smooth. But human men, with all their hair, and pheromones, and…


  Focus!


  "You gotta get a human to protect you now, shorty?" Scott taunted.


  Charlie rolled his eyes and gaped at him. "Really?" His voice dripped with sarcasm. "Really? That's what you're gonna lead with?"


  The blood had crusted on his broken nose, making Allen look even more stupid as he tipped his head in confusion. "It's what he is, ain't he? A human?"


  Despite the seriousness of the situation, Charlie couldn't hide his disbelief the two wolves would be so blatant with their mouths. What a couple of meatheads. He supposed you were what you ate. Which made Charlie what? A bloody idiot?


  Another human joined the sexy bouncer, the saloon bartender. Charlie almost groaned out loud. Not another one…


  "I got your back, Luke," the bartender said.


  Before Charlie could diffuse the already out of control situation, a solid wall of human flanked his sides.


  "Thanks, Tim." Eyes never leaving the wolves, Luke hefted the cricket bat, slapping it in his palm. "You two gonna leave or am I gonna have to make ya?"


  Scott grinned. "Bring it."


  "Wait!" Charlie reached out to stop the two humans.


  Luke shoved him back.


  Landing flat on his ass, he saw cell phones go up. He winced as the flash of their cameras hurt his light sensitive eyes.


  Aww, fuck!


  Contrary to popular belief, nightwalkers did not turn into bats, garlic made their breath stink, crosses did nothing, and they didn't have to be 'invited' in to a house. Too much sun exposure would make them very sick and burn their fair skin, but they sure as fuck didn't sparkle. The blood drinking, well, nightwalkers did do that. They would die if they didn't. And as far as cameras and mirrors went?


  Yeah, they worked on them just like everybody else.


  Which meant if Charlie had to step in and do anything supernatural to save these well-meaning but foolish humans, the shit will be on YouTube, Twitter, Facebook, and whatever other site these folks had in their social-media repertoire. Damn, he hated the internet.


  "Now I said to bugger off," Luke warned again. "I don't wanna hurt you, but I will."


  "Gladly," Tim added.


  Scott bared his teeth and snarled. It sounded animalistic and more cameras flashed.


  Double fuck...


  As if an unheard bell rang to signal the start of a fight, the humans lunged at the same time the wolves leapt forward.


  Charlie scrambled to his feet. The loud thwack of a cricket bat connected with wolf. Shouts, more flashes and excited cries rose around them. He should've taken his chance and slipped through the crowd, but Charlie had run into Scott and Allen before. They were as mean as they were dumb. He couldn't leave the humans to get torn to shreds.


  The crowd pushed in, loving the thrill of a fight. He used the distraction to whiz around Luke and Tim. He moved so fast, it would be nothing but a blur on the cell phones— Lord help his kind if 6G phones were ever invented.


  Snaking out a foot, Charlie tripped Allen just as he charged the sexy blond human. It gave Luke the advantage. His bat landed along the wolf's side. Allen fell hard to the ground. Charlie hadn't been able to help Tim with Scott in time. The werewolf had already pinned him to the ground.


  Charlie made to run, maybe kick or throw Scott off the human, but a sharp female voice cut through the chaos of the scuffle.


  "Heel!"


  Both wolves froze.


  Everyone's attention shifted to a tall, beautiful woman with long blonde hair. She shoved her way through the onlookers and into the open space in the alley. One of the gawkers snapped her picture with his phone and one look from her had the guy stuffing the device in his pocket sheepishly.


  Charlie recognized the woman at once.


  Margo Blackfoot, an Alpha female from the American Royal lineage of werewolves. Not as big of a deal in the royal family as she probably imagined herself, she still had some serious credentials. He'd run into the bitch before, and though he could no doubt take her, he didn't relish putting it to the test.


  Taking advantage of Scott's distraction, Tim punched the wolf in the jaw. Scott fell back on his ass. The bartender jumped to his feet and joined Luke.


  Breathing heavy, bat still in hand, Luke faced the newcomer. "Hey, lady…"


  Not acknowledging Luke, Margo gave a disapproving gaze on her betas. They cowered under her fierce, gold-eyed stare.


  "Mistress…" Allen muttered.


  "Get over here, now!" she barked.


  Scrambling to their feet, the two wolves hastened to obey.


  "You two make me sick," she muttered as they cowered at her side, proverbial tails tucked between their legs. "What the fuck were you doing here, anyway?"


  Fuck. Yup, that had definitely been what they were trying to do. Before Charlie could stop himself, he sniffed a laugh. Margo's eyes shot to him and he instantly regretted being spied.


  Everyone knew she and her twin brother were part of the Cause, a group looking for some prophesied child who would either bring about peace between the four races— nightwalkers, shifters, witches, and humans— or kill them all. Charlie suspected most of them wanted to use this imagined kid to exterminate the other supernaturals so their race could be the most powerful. But he wanted to stay as far away from the Cause as he could. Nothing but drama with that group. And supernatural drama often meant dead drama.


  Charlie liked not being dead.


  Margo scanned Charlie head to toe as she spoke to Luke, "Did my boys cause any damage I need to pay for?"


  Charlie wouldn't cower under her gaze. More than three times her age, he did not fear her. He just didn't relish the notion she might run her trap about his location. A nightwalker without a colony was an easy target. He wouldn't put it passed her to turn him into the Feds if she thought it would get her something she wanted for the Cause.


  The burly bar owner replied, "No, but they're trouble and I don't want them around here, understand?"


  "Excuse me?" Her gold eyes flashed and the tall man flinched.


  Luke's words were drowned out by police sirens as two patrol cars rounded the corner. Red and blue lights flashed a kaleidoscope across the old brick buildings.


  Figures, somebody always has to call the cops, don't they?


  A handful of people scattered, bolting to their cars, the natural fear of the authorities or guilt fueling them on. Most though, hung around, not wanting to miss any of the excitement.


  When it came to the human authorities, it was every supernatural for themselves so Margo and her pets hurried away. But before she got lost in the crowd, she cast one last glance at Charlie. He knew then she recognized him.


  Shit.


  Hopefully, she would be too pissed at her idiot cronies to worry about a lone nightwalker outside a gay bar in London.


  Charlie should have run, too. But he couldn't. Despite the risk Margo posed and the potential videos being shared online where his face could be pinged by facial recognition software the damn Feds no doubt had on him, Charlie needed to talk with Luke. Deep in his bones he knew the sensation plaguing him these last few days had been somehow alerting him— warning him maybe?— about Luke.


  And he needed to know why.


  


  CHAPTER 2


  The delicious scent of adrenaline still on Luke's skin fogged up Charlie's head as he stepped forward. One hand pressed to his side, the bar owner panted to catch his breath as he came down from the rush of the fight. Charlie's body heated at their closeness and he didn't know how he curbed the overwhelming desire to grab Luke, pull him into a passionate kiss then sink his fangs into his neck.


  The sharp scent of blood hit Charlie, making the temptation stronger. He looked Luke over and saw red on his side. "You're bleeding," he told him, voice hoarse with longing.


  The guy looked at his hand, his expression surprised by the red stuff staining his shirt and fingers. "Bloody hell, the fucker must've had a knife."


  Damn wolves and their claws.


  Pissed off Luke had been hurt, Charlie moved forward to see how badly he'd been scratched. The man's musk and the ripe scent of his blood made his mouth water but he tamped it down. He'd fed yesterday, so he could go another week. Yet something about this burly bear made him hungry for more than just his essence. He wanted his dick, his body, his cum….


  His incisors grew, and he had to clench his teeth together to stop them. Never before had he felt such an instant, overwhelming desire for a human. Luke was huge, six-five at least, and a muscly, hairy and blond—totally Charlie's type—but the fact that his weird premonition seemed to have found its origin gave him pause.


  Charlie had to find out what was going on.


  "Lemme see your side," Tim said, coming up to them.


  Instant jealousy flared within Charlie when the other human reached out to examine Luke. His fangs elongated and his vision went grey. "Don't touch him!"


  Tim froze, raising his hands in surrender. "Relax, mate."


  When Luke quirked his brow, Charlie forcibly retracted his fangs. He blinked, getting his vision under control.


  Flashing your eyes at them? Idiot!


  Once visually human again, but unable to stop the pounding in his veins, he tried to sound nonchalant. "Um, you don't wanna get blood on yourself. We gotta take precautions, ya know?"


  Both men nodded. With AIDS prevention so respected within the gay community, these two accepted the lame excuse for his overreaction. The reality was, he didn't want Tim to touch Luke. Never having been a jealous type, his reaction confused him. How had Luke managed to ignite such a possessive streak? He didn't even know the guy.


  The officers had gotten out of their cars and Charlie didn't relish getting stuck talking to them. "Let's get you inside and cleaned up."


  "Okay," Luke said.


  Charlie gestured toward the door, his hand resting on Luke's hairy forearm. His hand looked small, pale against the man's beefy flesh. The warmth of his skin burned into him, electric and wild. Powerless to stop his body from reacting, Charlie knew he was in over his head with that one touch. Nothing short of the Feds could make him abandon Luke now. And not even that would do the trick.


  What the hell is the matter with me?


  "We'll have to talk to the police," Luke said once they were inside. The bar patrons were staring, all whispering excitedly about the events. Tonight would no doubt entertain them for weeks to come. "I don't want any trouble with them."


  "Yeah, we'll need your statement, too," Tim told Charlie.


  He pushed his overwhelming attraction to Luke aside for a moment. Charlie needed the authorities in his life even less than he needed territorial, flea-infested werewolves harassing him on the streets. No way in hell was he talking to the cops.


  Capturing Tim's gaze, he looked deep, allowing the power of his kind to shine from his eyes. He used his mind to push into his thoughts. It didn't take much to breech Tim's barriers.


  Instantly, an intoxicating power— one Charlie could so easily become addicted to— filled his senses. He fought the urge to seize full control of the weaker human. Such lust for power could be the first step into going vampire. Once a nightwalker became addicted to compelling humans, an uncontrollable need for all of their essence could consume them. Then before one knew what happened, they couldn't live without the killing. Charlie may have been kicked out of some decent colonies, but he would be dammed if he joined one of the killing ones. Those people were freaks.


  Pushing his influence into Tim as he spoke, Charlie said, "You will talk to the police. Let them know there was a scuffle but you don't know where the victim went. It was not me. The guy you helped took off and you never got his name. No one was hurt."


  Tim hesitated for a moment then clarity returned to his face. He let out a weary sigh. "Too bad the kid took off and we never got his name. Now we can only claim a disturbance not a hate crime. Sure won't help stop the bashings from going on in this neighborhood. That was the second one this month. At least no one got hurt this time."


  Luke gaped at him like he'd lost his mind. "What rubbish are you goin' on about, mate? He's right here and I got a bloody stab wound!"


  High on the mind-control influence, Charlie looked up into Luke's pretty green eyes, though his nightwalker vision made everything grey, and pushed on him, too. "No, that wasn't me. That was someone else."


  Luke stared back, his expression cloudy. Then, as if shaking cobwebs from his mind, he nodded once. "Alright, mate."


  Charlie smiled. "Now where can I take you to clean up, big guy?"


  "I have a flat upstairs. You all right to talk to the coppers, Tim?" he called out to the bartender.


  "Aye, I got it."


  "Lemme know if they need me to give a statement, eh?" Luke gestured between Charlie and his bleeding side. "I need to get this sorted."


  Luke led the way down a dark hall and up a narrow flight of stairs. Not being the best neighborhood, the building had seen its better days but the loft apartment looked clean and tidy with an open design. A comfy couch and a rumpled bed faced an entertainment center with a modest TV. Bookshelves covered one entire wall, with a ladder on a ceiling track for reaching the volumes on the higher shelves. The place felt warm and welcoming with the scent of Luke permeating the air.


  In the kitchen, the blue glow of a fish tank illuminated the room enough for Charlie to maneuver Luke into one of the chairs around the Formica table. He had gone pale, and Charlie worried he had already lost too much blood.


  Luke allowed him to take charge but the clarity in his green eyes made Charlie wonder if his influence had worn off already. He didn't relish the idea of pushing on Luke's thoughts again. His desire and attraction were already off the charts. He didn't need to crave ultimate control, too.


  Was this the kind of hunger which drove his kind into vampirism?


  Charlie shuddered at the thought.


  "You got a first aid kit?" he managed.


  Luke gestured to the cupboards. "Under the sink."


  Retrieving the tin box with the universal red cross on top, he turned his attention back to Luke. But when he turned around his breath caught in his chest.


  Luke had removed his shirt.


  Never before had Charlie seen anything sexier.


  Concentrating on using the garment to apply pressure to his wound, Luke didn't notice Charlie's fangs or the glow of his eyes at the sight of his broad chest covered in golden hair, the muscles every bit as sculpted as he'd imagined them to be. And oh, yeah, he had imagined. With no work-out equipment in the apartment, Luke either went to the gym a lot or had a body carved by hard work and sports. Seeing blood trickle from beneath the shirt made Charlie's mouth water for a taste.


  Fuck, you're a goner…


  "Now let me take a look at that cut," Charlie said once he got his appearance under control though his voice did tremble.


  He approached, clenching his jaw to prevent his fangs from showing. They cut ever so slightly into his lip, the tang of blood filling his mouth and making his dick hard. Breathing through his nose made the craving worse, because all he could smell was Luke.


  Get it together, pal!


  Luke pulled the shirt back and Charlie tsked. "Looks like he got you deep."


  The center of the cut delved into the muscle and no doubt hurt like a mother fucker. It bled pretty steady, too, saturating the shirt. "That's about useless. You got a clean towel?"


  "Top drawer, left of the sink," Luke told him.


  Grabbing one, Charlie handed it over. When Luke's attention fixed on swapping the ruined garment for the towel, Charlie shifted his stiff cock in his jeans. Either too proud to show pain or still in shock, Luke winced very little. Charlie had to smile at the guy's pain threshold. The big, beautiful man was strong. Strong enough to become a willing donor…


  No!


  Charlie couldn't allow that train of thought to go anywhere. Feeding from Luke was a bad idea, especially with this intense fascination. He needed to figure out what the hell was going on first.


  "Think I need stitches?" Luke asked, examining the wound.


  Charlie sighed and shook his head. "No, can't do that."


  If it had been a knife wound, then yes, he would need stitches. Sometimes humans had an adverse reaction to the bacteria in a werewolf's claw. It wouldn't turn them, but it could affect their mind, make them crazy—hence the stories of being turned. But there was more than just a risk of bleeding out. The injury could kill him. So Charlie had only one option.


  He had to heal Luke himself.


  Which meant he had to give him his blood.


  Fuck.


  "Why can't I get stitches?" Luke wanted to know.


  Charlie hesitated. "Well, we just can't."


  Luke's green eyes were wide, trusting.


  Kneeling before him, Charlie offered a smile. Luke towered over him, so huge and warm. His pulse quickened, his dick ached, knowing how fucking awesome it would be to have Luke drink from him. The one thing the stories got right was the sexual arousal, and intimacy feeding caused both partners.


  Charlie's voice lowered, thickened by lust. "We have to try something else."


  "Like what?" The man's bare chest flushed before his eyes— the color of desire. Charlie could smell the testosterone in his pheromones spike. Luke was getting excited, too. That would make everything so much easier.


  And so much hotter.


  Dragging his gaze down Luke's thick, hair-dusted body, Charlie allowed himself a wicked little chuckle. Gods, the man was sexy! That barrel-like chest heaved with deep slow breaths of anticipation. Heart pounding, he placed both trembling hands on Luke's thighs. His vision altered as the blood lust consumed him and he knew that when he met Luke's gaze his eyes were glowing.


  Luke took in a sharp breath when he saw his eyes and Charlie seized the moment. He pushed into his mind again. His resistance collapsed at once, as if Luke had granted full permission.


  "Trust me. I want to help you," he whispered, aware of the witching influence of his voice. "If we don't do this you could die."


  Luke cocked his head to the side, studying him. For a moment Charlie feared he would have to push on him again.


  Then he gave the barest of nods. "I trust you."


  Raising a wrist to his mouth, Charlie let his fangs drop. Luke's eyes widened curiously but he did not shy away. The sharp pierce of his incisors into the flesh strung. When the blood began to flow, bright red while everything else went grey, he held his wrist up to Luke's mouth. "Drink."


  Expression hazy with lust and confusion, Luke stared at the redness dripping down Charlie's forearm.


  "Go on," Charlie encouraged, anticipation for what was to come making him impatient, though he didn't want to rush him. He wanted Luke to enjoy this as much as he would.


  Their eyes met again, and something silent passed between them. In that moment Charlie knew, as those beautiful green orbs held him captive, neither of them would ever be the same. With this one act, Charlie would become a total prisoner to a being of the weaker race. He should stop before things got out of hand, but he couldn't bring himself to entertain the idea of leaving Luke injured. Even though a blood exchange would bond them for a while, he had to save this man's life. He had no choice.


  His very soul cried out to protect this human.


  Slowly and never looking away, Luke lowered his head. Tentative at first, he slid his tongue through the wet. When those manly lips touched his skin, Charlie let out a moan. He shifted between his thighs and pressed his arm deeper into Luke's mouth. "Go on, drink. It will heal you."


  Giving in, Luke clamped his lips over the two fang marks, and closed his eyes. Hands shaking, he held Charlie's arm in place and began to suck.


  The sensation that followed drew another hearty moan from Charlie's lips. As if the suction somehow were connected to his groin, his cock grew to full hardness. Luke whimpered, sucking harder. Charlie's entire body shuddered. Arching his back, his mouth fell open in longing while Luke drank. Every nerve ignited with feeling and the blood flowed fast through his limbs, making his dick ache as the blood journeyed to Luke's mouth. He trembled from the intensity of it all and his balls tightened up, like Luke was somehow drawing them up through his suction.


  Wanting more connection, Charlie's hand sought Luke's cock, the long solid heat of his erection causing him to breathe heavy. He stroked him through his jeans, a yearning to get naked, bite him and join their bodies with skin and teeth, consuming him. Gurgling greedily around Charlie's arm, Luke thrust against his touch.


  Blinking through the shadowed vision of hunger, he watched the ecstasy on Luke's face. Then he lowered his gaze to Luke's bleeding side, aware the werewolf bacteria still posed a risk.


  Without hesitation, he dipped his head and licked the wound. Luke winced as if in pain.


  "Keep drinking," Charlie told him, his voice so deep and throaty it did not sound like his own.


  He licked the length of the wound and it tasted tangy and metallic. A hint of beer lingered in his essence, with a faint taste of whiskey, and the poison of the werewolf scratch. Careful to keep his fangs away, he licked the cut again and again, until nothing remained but the sweet taste of Luke.


  Charlie wanted to feed from him, not just heal him, and only knowledge of what that might do held him in check. A nightwalker could sire a human by bonding their spirits with a mutual blood exchange. The nightwalker would receive the vital nutrients to survive and the human would live as long as the nightwalker continued to feed him. But the symbiotic love affair of a sire bond posed its own problems. Having Luke bonded to him would put the man in danger because Charlie had no colony to protect him and the Feds were after him.


  Pulling back before he gave in, Charlie watched as the wound began to heal once the poison had been removed. Slowly, it knitted itself back together. Charlie felt himself growing weaker as Luke drank, similar to the light headed feeling after coming but without the joy of sex. When the wound became soft and pink, but closed, Charlie knew he'd given enough.


  "That's good...," he breathed, trying to break free.


  Luke groaned and clung to him, sucking harder.


  Shuddering, Charlie gasped, his cock hardening more as Luke continued to feed. "No, you have to let go…"


  Moaning, Luke drew back, crimson fluid dribbling down his chin. His eyes were drunk with the lust of feeding and his color had returned, his skin ruddy with health and arousal.


  Joints like jelly, Charlie knew Luke had taken too much. He would have to rest before he could venture out into the night again. He glanced up, ready to push on his thoughts, make him forget what Charlie had done. Humans finding out about the healing powers of nightwalker blood was what had made the Feds so damn interested in his species in the first place.


  A feral look crossed Luke's face, startling Charlie. Then he seized Charlie by the shoulders and drew him into his lap.


  "What…?" His words were cut off as Luke crushed their lips together in a wet, messy kiss.


  Logic evaporated and Charlie groaned at the warm blood coating Luke's tongue, sucking some of it back into his body. A man possessed with lust, Luke slammed him down, their groins connecting. He began to rock Charlie's hips, the hardness of their dicks rubbing him to a place of delirious ecstasy. A wildness consumed Charlie then, too, and he devoured Luke's mouth, wanting his blood and relishing the way the large man's body dwarfed him, surrounded him.


  Even though he had been weakened from the feeding, Charlie was still much stronger than a human. But Luke was sturdy enough to handle it. Clutching the back of his head, he kissed him hard, grinding their erections together.


  Frantic, his hands roamed all over Luke's naked chest, savoring the prickle of hair as they kissed and dry humped against one another. His desire consumed him, removing all thoughts except coming. He wanted to get naked, fuck the big guy, but his passion had reached the point of no return. So close to release, nothing could stop him now. Arching against him, Charlie rubbed his nipples back and forth on Luke, never slowing the undulation of his hips.


  When the moment came, Charlie cried out in shock and elation. Hot, wet fluid filled his underwear, his orgasm driving him into frantic thrusting against Luke. Grunting, Luke seized his thrashing hips, holding him still and canting up once, twice. Then his entire body convulsed as he came, too.


  Mind spinning out of control, body weak with sated desire, Charlie clung to the big human male. Never before had healing a wound been so electric. So all consuming. He trembled from the intensity of it all.


  Cautiously, his hand went to Luke's side, fearing all the jarring might have caused his wound to reopen. He sighed in relief when he found it still sealed.


  Luke placed a large hand over his hand, pressing it close. "Thank-you."


  Charlie nodded. "You're welcome."


  Their breaths were heavy, damp with spit and blood. Luke kissed him and Charlie flicked his tongue out, cleaning the meaty fluid from Luke's chin.


  "That was…" Luke began.


  "Amazing," he finished. With a sad smile, Charlie pulled back and looked deep into those green eyes. He could see their true color now that his vision had returned to normal. "Too bad you won't remember it."


  Luke looked confused for a moment then he said, "I have to go downstairs and talk to the police and check on the bar. Will you be here when I get back?"


  Every ounce of wisdom in Charlie's orgasm-numb mind told him he needed to hit the road. His presence here would only put Luke in danger. Wiping his mind and leaving would be the only way to keep him safe. But over the big guy's shoulder he spied the rumpled bed. Exhausted, he needed sleep and the notion of all that warm, Luke-scented cotton embracing his spent body squashed any further debate.


  To hell with the risks. He wasn't going anywhere.


  "Yeah, I'll be here."


  


  CHAPTER 3


  The damn coppers had a lot of questions. Probably a slow night on the streets. Luke swore he and Tim talked to the indifferent pricks forever, though usually they had very little interest in the crimes in their neighborhood. Rough, poor, and their particular city block being as bent as they came, he was surprised they had even answered the emergency call.


  No doubt wanting to get the dirt, the bar regulars had all stuck around. They must've texted and called more friends because suddenly, for a Tuesday night, the bar was packed. Times were tight so the money would be a blessing. But at three AM, after he sent the last of the drinkers home and hailed a few cabs, Luke decided to call it a night.


  "Can you close up?" he asked Tim and Stephen.


  His oldest friend smiled at him from behind the bar. "Aye."


  Sighing, Luke ran fingers through his shaggy blond hair. "Thanks."


  Tim eyed him funny. "You sure you're all right, mate?"


  "I'm fine," he insisted. Turning to Stephen, the sixteen year old bus-boy, he added, "Now where did your pals run off to?"


  The kid gave him a shrug of boney shoulders. "Mitch already crashed upstairs and George took off an hour ago. Dunno where he went."


  Luke sighed. "Dammit, that kid is gonna get himself in trouble. He ain't down at the docks again giving blowies, is he?"


  Stephen hefted a tub of dirty glasses and wouldn't meet Luke's eye. "Already said I dunno."


  "Can't save 'em all, mate," Tim told him when Stephen stepped out of earshot.


  He sniffed in agreement. "I can try, though, can't I?"


  Luke had a penchant for taking in strays—kids whose parents didn't want them because they were abominations for how they were born. Ignorant fools didn't know what good kids they were missing out on. Sometimes he felt his life had become a Charles Dickens novel, taking care of a bunch of London street urchins, but he wouldn't have it any other way. Just the thought of all those confused gay kids abandoned to the street broke his heart. He couldn't sit by and do nothing. His dream had always been to open a youth crisis center but he never had the funds. For now, he'd feed the few he could, give them honest work and a place to sleep. He had a spare flat upstairs. Some he managed to get back in school, others he lost along the way. George didn't want to be helped, however, so all Luke could do was preach about wrapping his pecker. He wished he could get through to the kid, though.


  Feeling surprisingly well after the tussle in the alley, Luke climbed the stairs to his home, heart racing with anticipation. His hand went to his side and a flush of arousal went through him.


  What happened tonight?


  Snippets of things he should remember whispered on the edge of his thoughts, like dreams. Barely there yet not. Shaking his head, he opened his door.


  A sexy stranger stood in the middle of the room.


  Rather than be shocked, Luke smiled, pleased the guy had remained. The bold fellow had helped himself to a shower, it seemed. Shirtless and hair still wet, he examined Luke's bookshelves and did not turn around to greet him. He sensed, however, the man knew he had entered.


  Sudden images of their intimate moment assaulted Luke, getting clear and crisp the longer he stayed in his presence.


  Christ, did I…?


  He blushed recalling his own wanton behavior with a total stranger.


  Yet he did not regret anything. In fact, he wanted to reach out and touch him, reassure himself the guy he'd experienced those erotic moments with had not been another figment of his imagination.


  "Where did you get all these books?" his guest demanded.


  Luke sniffed. Typical American manners.


  "The old lady who lived next door when I was a lad left them to me," Luke answered, resting his things on the table.


  It made sense he would fixate on the book collection. A repository of legend and lore, and wisdom an old friend had gleaned over the years. Works he had studied, though still it seemed he would always have more to learn.


  Luke approached him. His lean, hairless body was taunt like a bow, pulled back and ready to let loose a deadly arrow. He might be small but he was dangerous…Luke couldn't forget that.


  He chose his next statement carefully. "She was a witch."


  That pretty face finally turned toward him. "Excuse me?"


  Enjoying the fact he could look at the lean lines of his features, the sharp grey of his eyes, Luke nodded. "Not a very powerful one, mind you. But her granny on her Jameson side was quite strong and she taught old Betty the witching herbs and all the lore. Quite a wealth of information, old Betty was."


  He laid a book back on the shelf—The Study of Lycanthropy. "You don't say?"


  "You got a name, mate?" Luke asked. Though he supposed it didn't matter if they observed formalities at this point. Neither of them would be going anywhere. This day had been a long time coming. Though Luke had played it out in his mind a million times, the attraction and the circumstances were still hard to wrap his head around.


  "Charlie."


  "Luke."


  "I figured that one out already," he said in a snide tone which made Luke smirk.


  Cocky little shit, isn't he?


  "She used to make biscuits and tea for me," Luke continued on with his story, running his hands along the spines of the old, worn books, his most prized possessions. "The other kids were afraid of her, but I'm a big fella, always have been. I would do almost anything to fill my belly. So she cooked and I ate while she told me stories."


  Charlie watched him close, his piercing grey eyes keen, wiser than his youthful experience suggested. At first glance, he didn't look a day over twenty.


  When he remained silent Luke continued, "You know, stories about the four races. Humans, nightwalkers, shifters and witches."


  Those dark eyebrows shot up and Luke tried to hide his amusement. "Told me how they kept the balance in nature. Humans with love, nightwalkers with power, the shifters with justice and the wisdom of the witch. Like an organic checks and balances system, the world can't function without all four. She used to have strange folk visit her once and awhile, probably some of those beings. Ended up killing her, too."


  "I'm sorry," Charlie whispered, none of the cynical tone remaining.


  "So was I, but I hadn't spoken to her for years. My mum and dad refused to allow her to have any contact with me after she took me to get this." Luke slid his shirt off in explanation, turning so Charlie could see the Celtic symbol of protection against supernatural beings tattooed onto his right shoulder. Standing before the smaller man, shirtless, he felt vulnerable and it aroused him more than he expected.


  Charlie let out a laugh, the smile softening the sharp lines of his face. "Explains why the mind wipe didn't stick. I suppose you know what I am?"


  "Nightwalker," Luke answered softly.


  Charlie gave him a puzzled look. "If you knew, why did you try to help me outside? You should've known I didn't need it."


  "I didn't know what you were until you played your mind trick on Tim." Luke tossed his shirt on the bed. He could tell by the messed blankets and the blood stain, Charlie had slept there while he'd worked. Knowing the man had felt comfortable enough in his home to sleep, warmed him inside.


  "Well, if it didn't work on you, why did you go along with it? I could've been a vampire."


  Luke shrugged. "I knew you weren't."


  He made a sarcastic face. "How?"


  "I just did. I've seen your other kind, and I knew you weren't one of them. You would've killed us if that was all you were after. I figured if you needed to hide from the authorities, you must have good reason."


  Charlie began to pace and Luke took the opportunity to admire his beauty. Small, but by no means skinny, his pale skin hugged shapely muscles and those jeans wrapped around a pert little arse. His dark hair was floppy and in need of a haircut, giving him a younger almost cute appearance. From what Luke felt earlier, what he lacked in height he did not lack in the trouser department. Everything had happened so fast with the blood drinking and…shite! Had he really blown a load in his britches? Memories of Charlie washing him up then trying to wipe his mind afterward returned to Luke. He smiled, arousal growing in his middle.


  Luke had never met a nightwalker and had only seen a vampire the once. No stranger to the supernatural world, he'd had a werewolf lover in America during a summer he'd worked on a guest ranch while living out childhood cowboy fantasies. Of course, Joel Amitola didn't have a clue Luke had known what he and his brother were. Luke had met more than his share of witches, too, but he'd had the least dealings with nightwalkers. Somehow, the one before him didn't seem as scary as the stories indicated he would be. Luke didn't feel threatened at all. He felt perfectly safe with Charlie.


  Leaning one hip against the ladder in front of his bookshelves, he crossed his arms as Charlie paced. He would need a moment, because there was a whole helluva lot more to clue the bloke into before the night ended. Luke could hardly believe it all himself.


  After a long enough delay, Luke spoke. "Look, I appreciate what you did, Charlie, healing me. If you need refuge for a while, you wouldn't be the first one I gave it to. I have kids who hang out here."


  "I'm no kid," Charlie snapped. "I'm ninety-seven years old."


  So his nightwalker had issues with being short and mistaken for young…good to know. Luke wanted to tell him he loved little guys, the adorable twinks who came into his bar, but he figured the comparison might not be appreciated. "But you need asylum just the same, don't you?"


  After a moment, Charlie relented with a curt nod.


  Luke bobbed his head once in acknowledgment. "I have to ask, since the kids living here have been dealt enough shit. If I help you, are they in danger from those wolves?"


  Charlie sighed and made his way across the room, putting his back to Luke and looking out the window at the grimy London buildings making up the less than stellar view. "No, those guys are just idiots. The woman on the other hand, she could be a problem. She could tell the people after me where I am."


  "Who's after you?"


  He turned and studied Luke before he answered. "You just learned firsthand about the healing power of nightwalker blood." He gestured to the shelves. "You can read all these books a million times over, doesn't mean you will ever know as much as you can about our races. Someone squealed to the wrong person, or somebody saw something, I don't really know. All I know is that I have American Federal agents on my trail and because I'm not in a colony I'm easy pickings."


  "Why? Do they want to make you a lab rat and study you?"


  Charlie nodded. "I think so. I haven't seen them here in London, but that blonde bitch?"


  "The one who called off her wolves?"


  "Yeah, she's neck deep in conspiracy shit back home. There's some mixed-species supernatural who's supposed to bring balance to world. Or kill us all, I don't know which. I stay out of politics. Margo might not know the FBI is following me, but in her mind the location of a nightwalker without a colony could be valuable intel to barter for something she wanted for the Cause."


  Luke sniffed in amusement.


  Oh, Betty, you wise old gal….


  This evening had turned into one surprise after another, every little detail falling into place.


  He climbed a few steps up the ladder to retrieve an old tome. A book of prophesy Betty's grandmother had given her. Taking the fragile book from the shelf, Luke leafed through it as he descended. When he found what he sought, he read the passage aloud:


  "And there will come a time when a child will be born of a creature of the night and a creature of the earth. This child will have the spirit of the wind and the soul of fire. He will hold the balance of the races in his right hand, and the key to destroy them in his left."


  Those words rendered Charlie speechless.


  "This is a grimoire," Luke explained. "A witch's spell book. Betty gave it to me after she took me to get the tattoo. She said to keep it safe. When she got killed, her flat had been ransacked. They must've been looking for this. I inherited her things and figured since the people who killed her never found what they were looking for, it would be safe to put the grimoire back in the collection. Not much good it would do them anyway, without the other half."


  "The other half?"


  He showed Charlie the back of the book where the binding had been torn. "Aye, the grimoire was made by the Jameson sisters, Betty's ancestors. They knew the danger the prophesy represented and the threat this child could pose to the balance of the universe. So they tore it in half, dividing the spell to find the child. One sister went to America but her part of the book was lost during the Salem witch hunts. The other book was passed on, eventually finding its way into Betty's hands. And now mine."


  Charlie sniffed. "Maybe it's a good thing the other half is lost. I don't like the idea of anyone using the spell. I never thought the prophesy was true, but then again, the grimoire in your hands isn't supposed to exist either."


  "If it didn't exist, then how would people know of the prophesy?" Luke asked, a grin tugging at his mouth.


  Charlie made a sarcastic face. "All right, you got a point, smart ass. But seriously, Luke, people would kill you for that book without a second thought. I'm going to pretend I've never seen it and if I were you, I would burn it."


  Luke's head shot up. "Did you just tell me to burn it?"


  "Yes. Then forget all about the stupid prophesy," Charlie reiterated, getting impassioned. "If you don't want these kids you care for getting hurt then you want the grimoire as far away from here as possible."


  How could all of this be happening? Too much of tonight could be a coincidence, but Luke had to know for sure. "Why are you helping me?"


  Charlie shrugged irritably. "I don't know. Why did you show me that book? I could have just killed you and taken it. Started my own colony of nightwalkers bent on taking over the world."


  Climbing the ladder, Luke chuckled and replaced the book on the shelf. "You won't kill me."


  "How do you know?" Charlie got in his face when he stepped down.


  Rather than be scared of the powerful creature, Luke's pulse raced at his show of dominance. He felt overpowered, but safe. Protected. And Charlie's proximity made it difficult to think. The memories of feeding from him, kissing him, feeling him in his arms made him warm all over. He forced a cleansing breath. "The same way you know you can trust me."


  He scowled, cross at something. "Oh yeah?"


  "Yeah."


  "Then trust me when I say, burn the book."


  Luke shook his head. "I'm a scribe. Maybe I'll put it in a safe deposit box but I was raised to protect this information, pass it on. Not to destroy it. Knowledge doesn't kill, people do."


  "But you end up dead either way."


  "True, but I have a responsibility. Sometimes people come to me, mostly witches, looking for answers. Betty kept records for fifty years, her grandmother another fifty before that and so on a dozen generations back. She had no children so she passed the duty of her family onto me. I've been studying these books and scrolls for ages. This is who I am, you cannot ask me to change."


  "The people who killed Betty could kill you."


  Aroused by Charlie's passion and fire, Luke challenged, "You won't let them kill me."


  Charlie glared up at him and Luke couldn't help but be reminded of a tenacious terrier taking on a bear. He forced himself not to grin.


  Lips pursed tight, Charlie let out a frustrated growl and whirled away.


  Luke watched him pace again, his slight body vibrating with frustration. "I understand your concern, but as a scribe I must remain neutral."


  "You stopped being neutral the moment you took me in."


  "You have no colony, no affiliation. You're as much on the outside as me. We need each other."


  The nightwalker stopped to face him, his eyes challenging, stubborn. "I don't need anybody."


  "Aye, ya do. We can help each other. I need help protecting the grimoire and you need a colony, like the humans need their family, the shifters need their pack and the witches need their covens. You cannot thrive alone."


  "And you mean to be my colony?" His voice had lowered to a sexy octave that made Luke so hard, so horny. He didn't know if he could finish his point before he threw himself at the man, begging to be fucked and bitten.


  Staring at the smaller creature, power radiated from him but Luke knew it posed no threat to him. He needed Charlie to acknowledge Fate had brought them together for a reason. "We could benefit greatly from each other. I am large and healthy. I could give you blood and you could help me keep the grimoire safe."


  Charlie looked gob-smacked. "You're talking about a sire bond. W-why would I d-do that?"


  Luke moved closer, feeling brave and determined to make his nightwalker see the light. "I've studied sire bonds for many years and I know that it's already begun between us. I can feel you in my veins, as you feel me. You took in my blood when you licked that scratch. The only thing holding us back is your denial. You want me. I want you. Why fight what destiny has brought together?"


  "I don't believe in destiny," Charlie scoffed. "I make my own decisions."


  Luke took his turn at sarcasm. "Then why did you stay and help me? Why didn't you leave?"


  "Because I'm a nice guy, that's why," he snapped.


  A hot, impatient craving consumed him and he closed the gap between them. Charlie sucked in a breath. He'd had enough of this back and forth. The man's nipples were hard on his chest and Luke could see the outline of his hard cock through those jeans. The damn fool was just being stubborn. Luke wanted to kiss him hard to make him see reason. Make him see they were destined to be together, but he knew Charlie had to be the one to make the move this time.


  "Oh, it's more than that, and you know it," Luke told him. "But the truth scares you."


  Charlie scoffed again, but didn't back away. His Adam's apple bobbed on his neck. "I am a nightwalker. I am scared of nothing."


  "You're scared of how much you trust me. How much you want me. What it might mean. You feel drawn to me as strongly as I feel drawn to you." Luke reached out ran a hand across Charlie's bare chest. He shivered and Luke recalled the way he had rubbed his nipples back and forth against his chest. Flicking one with his thumb, he grinned when Charlie shivered. "Why are you fighting it?"


  His eyes darted around and his voice went hoarse. "I-I don't know."


  "Then let go, baby, follow your instincts."


  


  CHAPTER 4


  Fuck, Charlie wanted to let go.


  Give in to the craving devouring him. The need to touch, and feed, and make love to Luke.


  He could still taste the decadent sweetness of his blood, feel it working through his body, energizing him. He'd had no choice but to clean the poison from the wound, though he knew the act would bond them temporarily. But he hadn't expected Luke to remember. The mind wipe should have worked. It always worked.


  Who knew the dude would be a scribe with a protection tattoo?


  Like everyone else, Charlie had always imagined scribes to be hags or old men, not sexy, gay bar owners. Scribes were the record keepers, usually the kid in the witch family with the least magic but sometimes just ordinary humans. And this ordinary human scribe happened to be in possession of a grimoire which could get him killed. If the Cause ever learned it still existed or that it held a summoning spell to find the prophesied kid, Luke would be in serious shit. A protection tattoo could only do so much.


  No wonder he'd been felt such a powerful premonition about Luke.


  The man needed his protection.


  For some reason, Charlie's cynical mind-your-own-business motto had flown out the window the moment he set eyes on the big guy. Why he cared so damn much he didn't know, but he needed to make Luke see reason. The idea of Margo or those other wolves learning about the grimoire, maybe hurting him…no!


  He could never let that happen.


  "You have no idea what you got yourself into, do you?"


  "I've been in possession of these books for over ten years," Luke replied. "Betty died for them. I know the risks."


  "Does anyone know about the grimoire?"


  Luke shrugged those mountainous hairy shoulders, nearly distracting Charlie. "No one but you. As far as the rest of the world is concerned, I collect old books."


  "That's not good enough," he chastised, real fear for the scribe making him anxious. "You need to burn the grimoire."


  A wide grin cut through Luke's face, making him more handsome than before. "That's what Betty told me you would say."


  "What?"


  Smiling, lost to an old memory, Luke's gaze roamed over his book collection. "And you didn't think you were very powerful old gal, did ya?" he whispered.


  Charlie bristled with impatience. "Well are you gonna elaborate on that or just leave me hanging?"


  Luke cocked a brow. "One of the last things Betty told me was that one day I would meet a nightwalker. He would save my life and tell me to burn the grimoire."


  "Lucky guess," he scoffed. Charlie hated witches and their pretending to know shit before everyone else. Especially when they were right.


  "She said you would argue with me but I was supposed to stand my ground and tell you I had to protect the grimoire. She told me that the nightwalker would become my sire."


  Shock kicked Charlie's attitude to the curb.


  The words 'sire bond' had played through his mind since they first met, dancing in the back of his thoughts. Now Luke kept mentioning it, making Charlie's desire for to form a bond with Luke even stronger. Sure, he missed having a colony, but bonding with a human? A total stranger? Had he lost his marbles?


  His mouth gaped a few times before he sputtered, "T-there's no way, no…."


  "Isn't there?"


  He could come up with no reply for that because Charlie had never felt as comfortable with his fellow nightwalkers as he did standing in this room with Luke. Already filled with the protective urges a sire bond produced, he could feel Luke in his veins, in his bones. In his soul. The desire to bond with Luke was so powerful he could hardly escape it.


  Could it be true? Had some old witch seen them together, bonded? It would explain why he came to the bar. He hated annoying drunken humans, laughing and carrying on. Yet he had lingered just long enough to have a run-in with the wolves, causing Luke to need healing. A small pocket of terror gripped him when he realized one little alteration in his day could've caused him to miss Luke. But when he glanced up at Luke's kind face, relief washed over him, a balm for his spirit.


  Maybe this had been destined.


  Luke ran a hand along his arm, sending shivers to his cock. "You feel it, don't you?"


  "Maybe…"


  A species designed to bond with humans, in flesh and in blood, Charlie never thought he wanted to sire a bond with a man he would have to protect, feed from, and live with as a unit. Plenty of his kind did it, though, just like shifters formed their own connections to witches. But not Charlie. He prided himself on his independence and didn't like the idea of Fate dealing out the hand he should play.


  Yet, a need for this human consumed his very being, more than a hunger for blood ever had.


  Moving closer, Luke's heat and the tempting call of his pounding blood swamped Charlie. He couldn't think clearly anymore. His fangs stretched and he tried to breathe normal though it sounded like a pant, even to him. The hunger was already altering his vision, no doubt his eyes were glowing.


  "I have people after me," he argued. "I would be placing you in danger…."


  "We'll manage. I'm safe with you here," Luke whispered. "I haven't felt this way in a long time. Betty was right. You were sent for me."


  Pulse pounding, Charlie's fangs dropped fully at Luke's sultry tone and everything went grey with lust. He still couldn't accept this was actually happening to him. He was never this lucky. "I am a monster for all intents and purposes, how can you feel safe with me?"


  Luke leaned in, inhaling the scent from Charlie's neck and exposing the vulnerable tender flesh covering his aorta. He could see the red blood pulsing, hard and fast—the only thing his nightwalker vision could see when so close to feeding.


  Oh fuck, he wanted to taste him so bad…


  "You will never hurt me. You can't," Luke said, his breath tickling Charlie's ear.


  "No," he agreed quietly. "I can't hurt you."


  Cautiously, he reached out to caress those vast muscles in front of him…so warm and firm. The hair teased his fingertips and Luke shivered beneath the exploring touch. He had no clue how to process the emotions going on inside him. "I'm worried about you having that grimoire."


  "You can fixate on that damn spell book all you like. But we both know you are here for me, not some papers," Luke said, boldly licking across his jaw. "I want you to feed from me, Charlie. Make love to me…."


  He moaned. Nuzzling the guy's neck, he couldn't deny he'd been compelled to come to this place to meet Luke. Everything felt so right. This moment, this man. As if he had been waiting all his life to stand here with Luke, to be intoxicated by the way he smelled, to hear the sound of his voice, feel his body heat, taste him…his fangs ached and his mouth opened. Drawing nearer to Luke, he paused just shy of warm flesh.


  "Do it," Luke pleaded, his voice taking on a desperate whine. "Bite me, fuck me. If I don't feel you inside me soon, I swear I'll die."


  A shudder wracked him. That was more than any nightwalker could be expected to resist.


  Taking one big hand in his, Charlie led Luke to the bed. They hardly knew each other, but he supposed that would come in time. All he needed to understand right now was Luke belonged to him—whether Fate or some old witch had deemed it so, he didn't really care anymore.


  He wanted Luke.


  Head spinning and stomach burning with a sudden, painful hunger, his dick had grown so hard it hurt. His teeth hurt, too, desperate for what Luke offered so freely. Charlie pressed him onto his back and stretched out on top, relishing the heat of his body and the prickle of chest hair. He raised his lip to expose his fangs and his vision went grey as the nightwalker genes kicked in. Luke did not flinch at the flash of his eyes. Rather, his face turned wanton with need. He'd experience the joy of a blood exchange already, the ecstasy, and unlike every other human Charlie had fed from, Luke remembered him. It was erotic, thrilling to be with a lover, not just a man he fed from then fucked. To savor a passion only time together could richen was something Charlie had never experienced before.


  Splaying his hands over Luke's chest, he ran them down the broad, hairy expanse, eyes on his face, ruddy with desire. He trailed his fangs gently down his skin, delighting in the power he held over the bigger man, how badly he could see in Luke's eyes that he wanted Charlie. Not because he had bewitched his mind so he could feed. But because he saw Charlie and wanted him anyway.


  He slid Luke's jeans off, delighting in his first glimpse of the cock he'd only felt against his body. Wrapping his lips around his fangs so he could nibble on his foreskin without hurting the delicate skin, Charlie went down on him. Luke came alive beneath him, writhing and groaning with relief. Pumping his shaft, he licked the tip, all too aware of the blood engorging it, such a delicious nectar only a few bites away. Burying his face in Luke's groin, feeling the bushy thatch of hair prickling his cheeks, Charlie's mouth watered to taste.


  "Please," his lover begged. "Just do it…"


  With a starved hiss, Charlie sank his teeth into the V between his thigh and groin.


  Luke twitched from the initial sting but soon began to moan. Hot, delicious liquid flowed over Charlie's tongue, warming his insides, fueling his own erection, easing the hunger and pain. Nothing had ever been so sweet. He sucked hard, Luke's erect dick bobbing warm by his cheek. He reached up and stroked it, wanting Luke to enjoy the moment. He tasted like ambrosia, the addictive flavor igniting every nerve in Charlie's body. But before he took too much, he drew back, blood tricking on his chin.


  Eyes glazed with passion, Luke stared down at him. "Fuck me…" he pleaded, raising his knees to expose himself, drawing a lustful groan from Charlie.


  Just as eager, Charlie placed his hand under one of those thick, powerful legs, his nightwalker strength pushing it up effortlessly despite their dramatic difference in size. He dove below to spread the wetness of the blood and his saliva over Luke's hole. The dark taste of his rim, the teasing hairs, and the way he twitched as Charlie worked him, spurred his lust.


  Red stained the white sheets, trailing from the bite wound and down Luke's groin in a bright scarlet line. The scent of it made Charlie impatient to claim him, be inside the man he'd bonded himself to by blood. He sat back, searching the drawer of the bed stand for lube, the place all men stored the vital sex supply. Finding it, he slathered his dick then pushed Luke's legs apart, arrowing his cock at his lush hole. The tightness fought him for a moment, but with a few careful thrusts he slid inside Luke's snug chute, the heat and tightness wracking his body with passionate tremors.


  "Oh," he moaned, creating a rhythm, moving his hips at an angle to stimulate Luke's prostate. "So good…"


  Grunting with every push inside, Luke reached up and stroked Charlie's face. "So right…"


  Their eyes locked and they both smiled. Feeling at peace, Charlie placed a hand over Luke's. He drank in his lover's beautiful face, wondering if it would always be like this for them. He didn't know, but deep in his heart and in his soul, he did want there to be an always.


  Had he gone crazy?


  With Luke smiling at him, gaze wanton, open and vulnerable, Charlie decided he didn't really care. He wanted this bond. It felt like the only thing he'd ever done right in all his days.


  Releasing Luke's hand, he put his wrist to his mouth. He hadn't bothered to put his fangs away—his lover knew who and what he was—and he sank them into his flesh, reopening the wound from earlier.


  Luke watched him do it, licking his lips. When Charlie brought that open wrist to his mouth the man went wild. A novice no longer and knowing what pleasure it could bring them both, he gripped him hard and sucked deep. Charlie cried out as ecstasy blazed inside him. Luke shuddered as he, too, felt the connection of their sire bond. Like a million tiny lights bursting into darkness, an opening of the heavens.


  The bond between them intertwined their souls, uniting them like nothing else.


  Though he prided himself on his prowess in bed, it ended all too soon. Luke's wanton moves, his tight ass, the hairy feel of his thighs, the savage way he fed, the union of their hearts. It all pushed Charlie over. With a gasp, he pulled his arm away. Luke's head fell back, blood running down his chin.


  Charlie seized his thighs and a few hard jabs brought him to release. Luke was fast to join him. Spitting on his hand and jerking his cock until cum sprayed them both, adding to the mess of red blood.


  Gasping and spent, he licked Luke's face clean. His new lover returned the favor, long slow kisses carrying them as they came down. Charlie slid from his body, but stayed between those powerful thighs.


  Luke stroked his cheek, drawing him away so he could look at him. There was fear in those green eyes which stabbed at Charlie's heart. "You gonna stay for a while?"


  Charlie let out a sigh. "I shouldn't. The Feds are after me, but I can't leave…I can't…" His voice trembled with confusion and Luke drew him into a tight embrace.


  "Good, I don't want you to leave. Ever."


  "Luke?"


  "Yeah?"


  "This feels right, doesn't it?"


  "Aye, it does."


  Charlie snuggled into the bigger man's arms, resting his head on his wonderful hairy chest. Little drops of blood stained his skin, and he twirled the hairs there. "That frightens me."


  Pulling him closer, Luke wrapped a leg around him. "Don't worry. I'll take care of you."


  


  CHAPTER 5


  Two weeks into a blissed out honeymoon phase, Charlie was still living with Luke in his flat. He couldn't quite explain it, but they had fallen into a natural ease, as if they had known each other all their lives. His new lover had a lot of questions about nightwalkers and Charlie did his best to answer them. It should've been odd opening up to a stranger, but Luke didn't feel like stranger. He never had, which made the whole thing so surreal. But there was no denying Charlie trusted Luke.


  Completely.


  Crazy, but there it stood.


  Apparently, one of Luke's strays had been arrested last night for giving out "blowies for five quid"—damn he loved British colloquialisms. Luke had gone to bail him out, leaving Charlie bored, restless and alone in the flat. To kill time, he decided to go downstairs to the bar and have a bloody Mary. Though tomato juice and vodka could never compare to the real thing no matter how much hot sauce Tim put in it.


  Charlie felt like every other blood he'd tasted must be a cheap knock-off compared to Luke's. It had become like a weird combo of Red Bull and crack for Charlie. He couldn't get enough of it or enough of Luke feeding off him. Thinking about his lover's hot, thick essence filling his mouth as his own essence was sucked from his body, made Charlie's skin flush.


  Adjusting his crotch before he entered the bar, he couldn't believe one human still made him hard. But the more time he spent with Luke, the more he wanted him. He loved the way the solid, hair-covered lines of Luke's body had now become familiar, a cherished place only Charlie got to play with. He didn't think he would ever grow tired of the man's body or enthusiasm for life and knowledge. Luke had infused Charlie with a newfound appreciation for living which years of solitude and struggle had slowly whittled away. He hadn't felt this good in…well? Ever.


  This sire bond thing had turned out to be pretty fucking awesome.


  "What'll it be?" Tim asked when he slid into a stool. "The usual?"


  "Yup." He waved politely to one of the regulars sitting at the end of the bar. "Hi, Lenny."


  "Charles," he slurred. The old alcohol-soaked queen with over plucked eyebrows was their only customer. Charlie found the guy amusing because his accent thickened the more his blood alcohol level increased then Charlie couldn't understand a damn thing he said.


  A drink garnished with celery and a pickle was placed in front of him. "There ya go."


  Charlie raised it in a toast then took a sip. "Awesome, as usual."


  "Thanks." The bartender had turned out to be straight, oddly enough, so Charlie's initial jealousy had been unwarranted. He had been suspicious of Charlie moving in with Luke at first, but it hadn't lasted long. Perhaps he, too, sensed the rightness of their bond.


  "Is Luke back yet?" he asked, suddenly hungry for his lover though they'd fed good last night. Hell, they fucked and fed so much Charlie had to convince Luke to buy black bed sheets to hide all the blood stains the washing machine couldn't remove.


  "No." Tim slammed his hand down on the bar in frustration. "He should've just left George down there, the bloody fool."


  Charlie smiled. "Nah, Luke can't do that."


  Tim nodded in resigned agreement. "That wanker will never listen to reason."


  "Which one?" Charlie joked and Tim gave a bemused sniff.


  As stubborn and kind-hearted as they came, Luke would fight to save George from a life of prostitution, drugs and disease with his last breath. Such determination and generosity was something Charlie adored about Luke—loved maybe? He couldn't decide which yet. Probably both, though the word 'love' had yet to be spoken between them. He could sense it coming, however, and it didn't scare him as much as he expected.


  "I need another gin and tonic, sugar," Lenny said.


  Pouring another double, Tim slid the drink to the man with a smile. "There ya go, sugar."


  Charlie sniffed a laugh and raised his glass to the old drunk, though he was a good thirty years younger. There was a decided family feel about the place and Charlie wondered why he had hated bars so much before. Maybe because everyone else would be having a good time with friends and he'd been alone. Or perhaps it was just because of Luke.


  Being with Luke these last two weeks felt like he'd finally come home. As if this was where he should've been all his life. Here at Luke's Saloon, he had found the colony he'd been looking for.


  Of course, Charlie may have found a man to sire a bond with, but that didn't stop him from being a cynical bastard—which was why it didn't really surprise him when Margo and her two lap dogs walked into the bar like they owned the place before Charlie even finished his celery.


  "Hey, I thought we told you two to bugger off?" Tim growled at Allen and Scott.


  Lenny perked up and turned to watch the sudden arrival of entertainment during his liquid lunch.


  Charlie raised his hand to Tim. "I got this."


  Tim scoffed. "Luke'll whip my arse if I let those blokes rough you up again, mate. You're half their size."


  He wanted to tell the straight goon he was a fucking nightwalker and no one could 'rough him up,' and that if Tim pointed out his height one more time, he would go vampire on his ass. But he reigned in his anger. Luke needed his protection and Charlie couldn't do that if he flew off the handle and ate his friends every time they pissed him off. As long as everyone thought they were just a couple of regular humans having a big gay love affair, no one of consequence would ever pay attention to them.


  Pride be damned—Charlie had finally found a reason to control his temper.


  "You two," Margo said to her boys. "Go wait outside."


  Scowling, Tim watched them leave. On the way out, Allen knocked over a chair at the table where Stephen sat doing school work. Scott brushed roughly passed him.


  "Hey, watch it," the twink snapped.


  Allen and Scott laughed meanly then went outside. Probably going to finish the back-alley fuck Charlie interrupted two weeks earlier.


  Margo held out her hands in a show of surrender. "Better?"


  Tim grunted in acquiescence then went back to slicing lemons.


  "Can we help you?" Charlie asked.


  "Perhaps." Margo slid onto the stool beside him. "Vodka tonic."


  When Tim went to make her drink, Charlie leaned in. "Look, I don't want any trouble. They don't even know what I am."


  She gave him a sly look. "But I do."


  Frowning at her loaded tone, he asked, "What do you want?"


  "Are you for or against the Cause?"


  "I'm Switzerland." Years of training enabled Charlie to lie without allowing his heart rate to alter, something a wolf could hear. It also helped being three times her age and having the benefit of her Royal arrogance on his side.


  "You say that, but no one can stay neutral forever," she told him sagely. "Sooner or later the Cause will come to your door."


  "And I suppose today is sooner rather than later?"


  She didn't answer, instead, she watched Stephen stuff his books into a backpack and stow it behind the bar. He slid on an apron to help Tim get the bar stocked for happy hour.


  Margo stirred her drink, the ice rattling wetly. "You know one little phone call to child services about the under age kids working here and your human blood bank might get in trouble."


  Charlie fought a growl and his fangs tightened at the threat on his man. He forced himself to stay calm. He didn't know what the bitch was after, but he had to remain indifferent if he wanted to keep his sire bond a secret.


  He let out an indifferent sigh. "Luke is a good fuck and he's got plenty of blood to spare. I wipe his mind, so he has no clue. You know I don't have a colony, and I don't want any trouble. If you gotta find this magic savior kid, more power too ya. I just wanna live and fuck and eat in peace."


  Sniffing, her eyes roamed over the décor. She curled her lip. "This place is so tacky."


  "Your point being?"


  Taking her drink from Tim, she stood and began to peruse the empty bar, looking at the six-shooters, cowboy hats, John Wayne movie posters and lassos adorning the walls. Charlie followed, knowing she was scenting the place, but for what, he didn't know.


  The mechanical bull in the center of the room seemed to amuse her. "These Brits are so weird, don't ya think?"


  "I guess," he said, glad they were out of human earshot. Lenny had gone back to his gin and ogling Tim and Stephen as they worked.


  "You may be a nightwalker, but you're an American. You know they don't do things like we do. I can't trust anybody in this city and could use you on my side. I can make it very worth your while." She trailed a nail up his chest and gave him a seductive smile.


  Charlie chuckled. "You're barking up the wrong tree, sister. You got nice hair and tits, but I like cock. Big, juicy, dripping cock. Ain't got no use for a pussy. Or the Cause."


  Her sneer told him the F-word was on the tip of her tongue, but she wanted something and homophobic slurs would not be the way to get it. He waited for her to get to the point.


  "I'm looking for a scribe." She held out a card. "If you hear anything about one in this town, you call me."


  Charlie's stomach dropped to his feet then lodged in his throat. He took the card and somehow managed to keep his voice level and uninterested. "I don't usually hang around old men."


  She shrugged playfully. "They have cocks, too."


  Frowning, he studied the card. "What do you want a scribe for?"


  "That's my business. But they are getting harder and harder to find."


  He forced a chuckle. "Probably cuz they're all dead."


  She twirled her straw and took a tiny sip. "Maybe."


  "Everything all right?"


  Charlie turned as Luke came up beside him. His lover's mellow voice and solid presence ordinarily calmed him, but with Margo looking for a scribe, the last thing he needed was his scribe to show up. He heard Tim say hello to George behind him and he glanced over. The kid looked nine kinds of beat down. Bet he'd gotten an earful from Luke on the drive home.


  Though mildly curious what had happened at the jailhouse, Charlie had bigger problems to worry about. He plastered on a grin for his lover. "Yup, just fine."


  Luke eyed him for a moment, the knowing twat seeing right through Charlie's act. When Luke looked at the she-wolf, she grinned, her eyes roaming up one side of his huge frame and down the other. Charlie didn't have to tell her she was batting "oh-for-two" because Luke put a proprietary arm around him. "You need something, miss?"


  Making an expression of surrender since her feminine wiles held no power in this joint, she swirled her cocktail glass. "Just chatting with an old friend from the States."


  "Oh," Luke said in a friendly way. "How do you two know each other?"


  If Charlie had to guess, Margo didn't think Luke's politeness was anything other than a bar owner speaking to a customer. "Oh, we sometimes run in the same circles."


  She gave Charlie a sly smile, but the words 'I'm looking for a scribe' kept playing through his mind.


  What the fuck did she want a scribe for?


  As part of the Cause, she could be in London for any number of reasons. She could be looking for a scribe for a hundred other reasons, too. Had she come to Luke's Saloon that first night just to find her missing cocksuckers, Allen and Scott? Or did she have a more insidious reason? Did she know Luke was a scribe or suspect he had the grimoire?


  Charlie wanted to curse. The man's generous nature, his desire to share knowledge meant there were supernaturals out there who knew he was a scribe. He'd said witches came to him sometimes looking for information and explanations on different herbs and lore. As much as Charlie wanted to put an end to that shit, he knew he would never win the argument. Which meant he had to be extra diligent in protecting Luke.


  Thankfully, Luke followed through with getting the damn grimoire out of the flat and into a safety deposit box. It didn't mean they were out of the woods. If Margo found out Luke was a scribe, there would be no getting rid of her and the stupid Cause.


  The bitch needed to watch her step. He'd fed well the last two weeks and hadn't felt this powerful in decades. If he sensed she knew who Luke was, she and her two idiots would be dead in a matter of minutes. Lenny, Tim, Stephen and George he could mind wipe if he had to.


  Charlie would not allow her to threaten his new colony.


  "What's that?" Margo demanded, startling him from his murderous thoughts.


  "What?" Luke asked as she shoved passed them, her attention fixed on a picture nailed to the wall. The snapshot was of Luke and some cowboy buddies from the summer he worked in the States.


  "Where was that taken?" Her eyes flashed gold and a threatening growl rumbled in her chest.


  Dropping his fangs at her display of dominance, Charlie took a protective stance in front of Luke. Though he might be half his lover's size and shorter than Margo, the she-wolf knew who held the power. Blinking once, her eyes returned to normal.


  "It was just a simple question," she said sweetly.


  "Don't answer it," Charlie told Luke, his tone low.


  Luke's gaze darted back and forth between Margo, the photograph and Charlie, but he stayed silent.


  Margo sniffed and flipped her hair. Gods, Charlie hated hair flippers. "You don't have to get crazy. Just tell me when that picture was taken and where."


  Tipping his head to the side, Charlie studied her. Her pretty face fought a grimace, and it intrigued him how, in one flash, the woman could go from drop-dead gorgeous to frighteningly ugly.


  "No one's getting crazy," Charlie said in a calm way. Something or someone in that photograph obviously meant something to her. "But we won't answer your question without something in return. Isn't that how this shit works?"


  She crossed her arms and raised her nose in the air. "What are your terms?"


  "I want you and all of your pack to leave and never come back to London. I don't want to ever see your face again or hear about your Cause. To you and your pack, we don't exist."


  She quirked her brows. "That's an awful lot of requests for just a little ol' picture."


  He sniffed, desperation pungent in her sweat. It was a helluva lot more to her than just a picture. "We both know that's not true."


  Margo's eyes went to the picture again then her gaze swept the bar with disgust. "Fine, I don't know what sort of information you'd ever hear in this shit-hole that could benefit me any way."


  "Hey, now," Luke warned, feathers ruffled in defense of his beloved pub. Charlie brushed his fingers lightly down his arm to rein him in.


  Margo sneered at them both. "Just tell me what I want to know and we'll be done."


  Raising his palm to his mouth, Charlie bit into the flesh. The blood oozed and he held out his hand. "Swear on it, wolf."


  Addressing her as such was a mere formality, but out of the corner of his eye, Charlie could see Luke's inner student studying the ritual with scholarly curiosity. Typical scribe, he supposed, always learning and absorbing.


  Margo didn't make a move to accept the terms of the agreement but Charlie stood his ground. Among their species, a blood vow was a binding contract, and the closest thing he could get to a guarantee the nosey bitch would leave them alone for good.


  After a standoff which felt like an eternity, Margo held one finger up. The nail grew right before their eyes. She sliced her palm then accepted Charlie's handshake. "You got yourself a deal, nightwalker."


  Her blood sizzled a little against his as they shook—a mark of the conflict between their races. He made no move to clean off the smeared blood or any indication his open wound stung as he turned to Luke. His lover's eyes were wide, confused, and Charlie placed his clean hand on his chest to gain his complete attention. Maybe Margo would think he had to compel him for an answer, but he used the moment to convince his lover with a pleading look that telling Margo what she wanted to know would keep him and the grimoire safe.


  He smiled softly at Luke. "It's okay, baby. Tell her."


  His mate frowned but gave Charlie a slight nod, trusting him. With a quick glance at the picture, he answered, "It was taken five summers ago in New Mexico at the Double Bar Guest Ranch. Why do you need to know that?"


  Margo grinned, the expression terrifying in its malice. "Answering questions wasn't part of the deal. But I thank you." She held up her cocktail in a toast. "Good-bye, boys. May we never meet again."


  Then, very dramatically, she downed the drink and slammed the glass on the bar. With a spring in her step, she headed to the exit. Charlie followed to make sure she took her two idiots with her. He wanted all of them gone, and the sooner the better. Outside, Allen and Scott jumped to attention when Margo burst through the door.


  "C'mon," Margo announced. "We're going home. I found him."


  "Who'd you find?" Allen asked, scratching his head.


  She smiled and repeated slowly, "Him…"


  "You mean…" Scott began, eyes widening in shock.


  Margo laughed with wicked delight. "Yes, that's exactly what I mean. This is the first clue we've had in seven years. There's no time to waste. I want to be on a plane for America tonight."


  "Who did she find?" Charlie asked Allen.


  "Her mate," he answered.


  Margo was swift to whack him in the back of the head.


  "Oww!"


  "Did I give you permission to speak?" she growled.


  "No, mistress," he muttered, rubbing his noggin. Charlie kinda felt bad for the guy. All those hits in the head probably didn't help with his smarts.


  "C'mon, let's go," she snapped.


  "We have a vow," Charlie reminded her as she walked away. "You won't come back to London ever again."


  Margo gave him a sneering once over. "Don't worry, nightwalker. You're beneath me and I will forget all about you after this. But I do appreciate your help."


  When Charlie returned to the bar, everyone stared at him.


  "They gone?" Tim wanted to know. "Or are they coming back?"


  "They better not be coming back," Stephen muttered. "Fucking wankers."


  "They're gone," Charlie assured them. "And they won't be back."


  Before Tim could ask any more questions, Lenny ordered a fifth drink. Stephen and George helped themselves to some soda, forgetting about Charlie as Luke ushered him into an alcove near the back storage room.


  "What was that all about?" he demanded in a hushed whisper. "Was that a blood vow?"


  "Yes."


  "I didn't know you had magic."


  "All blood has magic, even yours. If she breaks the vow and comes back here, she'll have nothing but bad luck the rest of her days. She's gone for good, baby. You're safe," Charlie said, his heart rate calming as he caressed Luke's huge chest, reassuring himself they had indeed dodged their first bullet.


  Luke wrinkled his face as he thought about that. "So I betrayed a friend just to save myself?"


  "More like save the world," he told him with a smile. "If Margo or anyone in the Cause ever got their hands on the grimoire, there's no telling what could happen. They could find a witch to write the rest of the spell, find the kid and destroy the world. You've been in a war for a long time, even though you never knew it, baby. We just won our first battle. This is a good thing."


  Luke placed his big hands on Charlie's slender shoulders, rubbing him lightly. For the first time since they met, acceptance of the seriousness of their situation shone clear in his face. "What would've happened if you hadn't been here?"


  "But I am here," he reassured him, wrapping his small arms around that solid waist. "And I'm not going anywhere. I will do anything to keep you safe. Even if it means turning vampire and killing every one of them to do it."


  Luke crushed him to his body in a hard embrace. "No, I don't want that."


  The warm, solid feel of his lover holding him close made the whole incident seem like a distant memory. All he could recall was being with his bond mate, in his arms, content and happy. He sighed then pulled back to look up at Luke's gorgeous face. Feeding from Charlie had erased all the fine lines around his eyes, his skin appearing more supple and youthful than before. He looked about thirty rather than his actual forty-five. "Then we will just have to be careful, wont we?"


  Nodding, Luke agreed. "Very careful."


  With a grin, he burrowed deeper into his bear's embrace, satisfied they were safe for now. Whoever had placed them together—be it Fate, destiny or some crazy witch—it no longer mattered. He was home.


  Charlie pursed his lips as a thought occurred to him. "So do you know the werewolf Margo is after?"


  "He was a friend, a long time ago."


  The way he said 'friend' made Charlie think there had been more than a friendship but he didn't want to hear it. Luke belonged to him and whoever lived in their past could stay in the past. "Well, lucky for you, Margo was more interested in him than us."


  "Do you think she'll hurt him?"


  Shrugging, Charlie said, "He's her mate, so I have no clue. Wolves fight each other all the time, but they can take care of themselves. You, on the other hand, cannot. That's why I'm here."


  Luke kissed his forehead, his body engulfing Charlie with love and gratitude. "My hero."


  He chuckled. "I believe you're the one who saved me first."


  "No," his lover whispered. "We saved each other."


  THE END
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  I could feel him slipping away from me, his pulse was weak and thready, his skin ash white. He was so young, and gorgeous. I'd sworn not to use my power any more. I knew what healing took from me. I'd even come to believe that it wasn't my place to save those whom the spirit had called over. But his hand was strong in mine, his fingers long and elegant, the nails a little ragged, a callus just there... I closed my eyes and pushed into him, finding the breaks, the torn vessels, the pooling blood. I let healing pour out from me into him. Not too much, just enough to keep him alive. His eyes opened and they were storm-grey and brilliant. He looked up at me and whispered, "I know what you are."


  ~ Kaje Harper
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  THE WAR AT THE END OF THE WORLD


  by Heidi Belleau and Violetta Vane


  September 1941


  Today, I exist.


  When we were younger, whole days and nights would claw me under before I'd wink back into the world. But now that Joseph's come to this cold land on the edge of nowhere where the sun barely sets in summer, I'm with him every day. Joseph and his long shadow and me, inseparable.


  I'm never sure exactly how I feel about that. It's complicated.


  It's the way this place seems to always be lingering on the edge of winter, I think, that makes me more permanent now than I was before. Winter and death must be linked somehow, bound together in a way that can never be untangled, like you can't have one without the other. Or anyway, you can't have winter without death—bees, flowers, the grasshopper who refuses to work as hard as the ant, they all die at first frost—but you can definitely still have death without winter. Sort of like me and Joseph: there's no me without Joseph—I'm his after all—but Joseph can go years without me.


  Or maybe it's the war.


  I don't know. I'm still working this all out.


  Meanwhile, Joseph's working out one of his war stories. He's leaning up against the Finnish ambulance truck, scribbling into his notebook with his lips pressed tight in a familiar sign of furious concentration. Not even twilight yet, and mosquitoes stream through the pine trees to circle and suck at the resting convoy; Joseph brushes one off without even looking.


  I shouldn't call it a war story. It's a dispatch. He'd prefer to write stories: I've heard him say as much to his two Finnish friends. And sometimes in his dispatches he'll write phrases like this filthy waste of men or Hitler must be laughing or death is like a living thing, and then he'll cross them out and curse in English and replace them with the velvety-bland newspaper speech that his duty demands.


  The world sympathized with Finland as they beat off the Soviet Russian invasion during last year's Winter War. Using battle tactics fit to the icy cold of their homeland, they repelled Soviet forces of vastly superior numbers in order to maintain their independence. A year later, Finland seeks to reclaim the territory lost to Russia: Karelia, where pine boughs bend heavy with the spirits of the dead the land of many lakes and mighty forests.


  The Finns, lacking resources and materiel, have accepted a dangerous controversial alliance with Nazi Germany. Finland maintains a doctrine of "co-belligerence" and does not designate itself an Axis power, but Great Britain remains unassuaged and has deemed Finland to be enemy-occupied territory. Finland still seeks American aid even as despite the fact the Wehrmacht, onward


  I can practically taste his frustration. He's a helpless observer of this war at the end of the world. He's overcompensating. Taking too many chances. He doesn't even have official permission to follow the Finnish front line into the Karelian Isthmus. He's tagging along with the ambulance trucks, relying on the goodwill of drivers and nurses he knows from the Winter War. But if the advance turns, if they have to choose between a foreign journalist and a Finnish wounded, if they have to leave him behind...


  Joseph can walk. He's fiercely, quietly proud of that. But he can't walk far, or fast. And he definitely can't run.


  I imagine I have a mouth, a tongue, lungs to breathe. I visualize them in the form I know best: Joseph's own. I try to whisper in his ear. You have enough for your story. Don't follow. Go back to Helsinki. Please, don't follow.


  The officer with the radio strides to the center of the convoy and delivers the news: "We'll press on to Lake Laatokka to set up a field hospital. Our men have already driven the Soviets back to Valkeasaari."


  The Finns have a truly fearsome war cry—when they gather to chant hakkaa päälle I shiver down to my nonexistent bones—but in other respects, they wage war as unemotionally as if the whole affair was a particularly troublesome spring housecleaning. The nurses nod solemnly and file back into the trucks. The drivers nod solemnly and start the engines.


  No one translates for Joseph. He understands well enough. He tucks his notebook into his inside coat pocket, grips his cane and climbs into the truckbed after the last nurse. His ascent is measured and graceful; his arms, left unravaged by polio, are strong. He doesn't hesitate.


  He doesn't hear me.


  The nurses smile at him somewhat less solemnly than is their habit, probably because he's a young man and a handsome man, with a coloring that strikes them as mildly exotic. He's as pale as they are, but without a trace of pink to his cheeks: pale like white smoke, pale like a talking pictures idol, and his hair is auburn and his eyes are grey as ice in twilight.


  The officer climbs into the sidecar of his motorcycle and gestures to his black-gloved driver. They pull ahead to lead the convoy off to Lake Laatokka, and as they take position, the roaring beast of a motorcycle kicks a streak of mud onto the side of Joseph's truck.


  Some mud flies through a gap in the side slats and onto the cheek of a young nurse. Joseph presses a handkerchief into her hand and offers a consolation in his competent, but awkwardly proper Finnish. She blushes. Their exchange stirs something sad in me, and I try to puzzle out why. I want Joseph to be happy—I always want him to be happy—but I also have a foreboding that nothing good can come out of this war, that anything that even hints of love will turn to ashes by the end.


  Distant rifle fire sounds. Smiles vanish. The truck engines still. The rifle fire grows louder.


  "We're behind the line," says a woman next to Joseph. "This can't be."


  "Partisans," whispers another.


  Joseph tightens his shoulders but displays no other sign of emotion.


  I told you not to follow.


  He feels death before he sees it. It's in the shuddering of the truck suspension, in the whine of metal against metal scraping beneath them as the driver executes a desperate three-point turn. "Get down!" Joseph shouts in English, forgetting himself, but the nurses are already hunching down, piling on top of each other, on top of Joseph. Bullets rip apart the top slats of the truck walls, scattering splinters.


  I raise my arms to cover and protect. They're wish-arms, desire-arms, but I never stop hoping that they'll be real, and what better time than in the thick of battle?


  To be real—to be hit by these bullets, but maybe to save someone from them, too.


  To save Joseph?


  No. Because that's not my damn job. Humans like Joseph, born without a distinct purpose, they can do what they like, but I'm not human. I'm tied to Joseph, but I'm not like him. I have a purpose, and my purpose is...


  My purpose...


  Finnish soldiers rush over and begin to pull nurses out from the truck, directing them into the next one over, one with metal sides. I know our driver is dead. Death, to me, is like the sound immediately after an ice cube falls into warm water—that irreversible moment of fracture.


  Most of the nurses slide out, hunch down, scramble away. Some have frozen in fear. The Soviet Army sometimes takes prisoners, but everyone knows their partisans have no mercy.


  Joseph pushes one of the fear-struck into the arms of a Finnish soldier. A friend pulls her down to the ground, and they're off, all three of them, leaving Joseph alone.


  A year and a half ago, he would have welcomed the chance for contact with the Soviets. To tell their story. He speaks good Russian and has more than a little sympathy for their political philosophy, having written for the Daily Worker in the past. Although the Winter War did not exactly change his beliefs, it changed his estimation of the relevancy of such beliefs.


  A bullet punches through a wooden slat not six inches from his face.


  The metal-sided truck executes a successful turn. Women scream at Joseph to join them. He launches himself out the back. His right leg gives way, as he knew it would, but he pushes to his feet with the aid of the cane, reaches out to their grasping hands—


  A fresh volley of bullets. The young woman he gave a handkerchief to—she's hanging from the back, and she's hit. There's a line of black buttons down the front of her blue dress, and a messy row of little red holes cuts across it. Another fracture in my world. I'm sorry, I want to say to her. Is there someone like me—someone nameless, disembodied, who wears the dead nurse's face—here now, watching... waiting?


  Joseph dives face down on the ground, taking cover. The truck retreats, picking up speed. Its rear wheels bite into the wet, loose earth of the forest path, spraying mud in high, frantic arcs. It fishtails and takes away, leaving Joseph behind.


  Leaving Joseph behind.


  Maybe this is why I'm here now, and have been here these past days. What I've been waiting for.


  I see the partisans now. They've ridden through the forest on horseback. Their horses trot out from cover of the verdant firs, faster, nimbler than the trucks.


  An explosion spooks the horses. The motorcycle comes roaring back through the greasy smoke-curtain. The sidecar is empty. The officer—


  "Get in!" the driver shouts as he slows to swerve around the crippled truck.


  Joseph topples in and hangs on. The motorcycle accelerates to catch the tail of the fleeing convoy. His cane falls by the wayside. "Take my pistol and shoot at the horses," the driver instructs, passing him a Nazi-issue Luger. Joseph knows the provenance. The wind whips his hair flat against his head, and his face is drawn tight against the bones of his skull as he takes the pistol. His mouth curves into the smallest and bitterest of smiles.


  A horse gallops through the smoke. More follow. My point of view hovers somewhere by Joseph's left shoulder. We hurtle and jounce over the terrible road, the driver fighting to keep us in a straight line while maintaining top speed. We're gaining on the convoy. Pulling away from the horses, their fluid, graceful gallop no match for a BMW 750cc engine.


  Joseph aims. I don't know if he can shoot. I don't know everything about him; I have so many questions I'll never get to ask.


  Joseph, don't shoot them. I do not believe that taking a life will gain your own, not now. But even my silent warning lacks conviction. I want him to live so badly.


  Perhaps he has decided to fire into the air...


  The motorcycle rounds a curve, and yes, the convoy is right there. But there's a woman lying in the middle of the path. Brown mud on a blue dress. Black buttons.


  The driver doesn't know, or doesn't care, that she's dead. He swerves.


  The front wheel slots into a deep ditch filled with watery mud, and the motorcycle flips. The Luger flies away, unfired.


  The dead woman's eyelids spring open; a cold, pale green light flashes forth. Like glowworms shining up from the bottom of a well. She sees me. She nods. It's time.


  I'll be free.


  At last, after all these years waiting. Because it isn't supposed to be like this. Nobody told me the way these things are supposed to be, but I understand them anyway, intrinsically. Death comes on silent feet and I follow in her shadow. I am called into being and then gone again, a worker bee with one purpose and a tiny, almost utterly inconsequential existence.


  But Joseph and I have had a way of outliving fate and I am become ancient.


  The motorcycle hangs upside-down in time, suspended in the air like a mist-veil shrouding a waterfall. Joseph's face is frozen in a flinch, hands clasped over his head and forearms shielding his face. It won't do him any good.


  This is it.


  The motorcycle hits the earth, its body crumpling like a tin toy. Joseph's body crumples too as he's flung from the side car. The incredible force of it slings him against a fir trunk with such violence that he bounces back into the mud of the path. And lies silent. A fracture resounds in my inner senses—twenty feet away, the driver's neck has snapped, it's not Joseph, no, that would be too easy, damn it. I must take him. Power swells in me. I am the one who walks between, the one who is charged to carry.


  The one he sees lurking in imperfect reflections, staring at him with his own eyes through darkened window panes.


  All I've ever wanted was to ease his pain. He lies on his back, mouth moving as if he means to speak. Hot blood washes over his lower lip—lungs punctured, then—and yes, his chest does look somehow deflated. Not speaking. Gasping weakly for air, too broken to fight or thrash. His brilliant grey eyes are glassy, unfocused. All around, the forest is suddenly as hushed as first snow and we are in an age before war and motorcycles, before man. Death.


  It will all be over soon. Joseph's hands, bent and bloodied, twitch and twitch and go still.


  Take him. It's time.


  His dying brain will light up in fireworks and he will see me, see himself in me, and he will know me as I have known him. We will go together into our unknowable future. I will lead him, even though I am not a guide. A fall frost will sugar his body. The war will go on. Here. All over the world. We are so small.


  But in this moment, we are massive.


  And I know that I have a choice. It's the war, maybe, a war like this earth has never known before, breaking all the old rules, feeding the maw of death like a conveyor belt, loosing chaos across land and sea and sky. Or the old magic of this forest, the residue of thousands of years of pale-skinned shamans calling to their spirits, singing them down, setting them to heal or harm.


  I have a choice, and simultaneously no choice at all. Because I love him. He is my son and my brother and my father and my lover, my creator and my destructor and my master, and I love him. Maybe my impossible age has made me wise to or resentful of my purpose, because I can't fulfill it. I can't let him die.


  My hand, in the shape of his own, clasps his. I feel his broken ring finger and his fluttering pulse. His starved blood and hungry veins.


  Live. Live.


  Death's green gaze pins us both, playing silent witness to my rebellion. Sound returns to the forest. Joseph's chest expands, strong and full. His elegant writer's hand gives mine a squeeze.


  The cold air punches my lungs. We both breathe.


  Joseph speaks.


  "I know what you are."


  ****


  June 1930


  I am a young boy.


  No. I take the form of a young boy.


  I am nothing. A disembodied nameless thing wearing a young boy's face.


  The boy is dying. That's why I'm here. His mother and father keep a deathwatch by the iron lung. The hulking coffin-shaped thing swallows up the boy's entire body except for his head, which rests on a stack of three overstuffed pillows. His tiny throat is wrapped in cotton batting, which shields his paled skin from the chafing black rubber neck of the machine. In the shadows behind him three more machines stand in a row, their rhythmic mechanical hissing playing backdrop to the murmurs of the boy's parents, who are the ward's only visitors.


  I can instantly tell by their prayers that they have an uncommon marriage. She sings, in a high reedy Hebrew, the Mi Sheberakh; he mutters, in an English marked with the lilt of his home island, the Lord's Prayer. The prayers fly frantic from their mouths, beat against the metal of the iron lung, dissolve into the air. I breathe them in.


  The boy's face becomes clearer. He is very pale and struggles to breathe, even with the aid of the machine. The polio winds its way along his nerves like a mass of parasite vines, paralyzing even the most basic of functions: breathing. In, out, in, out the machine hisses, pumps, wheezes. His parents continue to pray. It's the saddest symphony in the world.


  Releasing him from this agony will be a mercy. I reach out and lay a translucent hand on his shivering, clammy forehead. Joseph. My boy. "I'm sorry," I tell him. "I'm sorry you didn't have more time. But we have to go now."


  The very second he feels my touch, time shatters into a multitude of second-fragments, minute-slivers, hour-motes. I will pull him out of life and into this inhuman realm. We will cease to exist. I realize I am far more sorry than I could have imagined.


  This is my purpose. This is my purpose. This is my purpose.


  A sad note of the Mi Sheberakh still quavers in the air, but I notice that the Lord's Prayer has ceased.


  Joseph's father crashes into me, his hands around my throat.


  This can't be happening. How can he see me?


  I will myself more immaterial, more transparent. My attacker's hands clap together. He falls through me and lands face down on the floor, howling in rage. "Fetch! Get away from my son!"


  He names me. No longer Joseph, I am my own hideous thing. Fetch.


  His wife casts her gaze wildly around. I wait, invisible. She helps her husband to his feet. He can't see me anymore, but he knows I am here. He knows death is here.


  Joseph continues his labored, marvelous breathing, too absorbed in his own body to witness the strange drama on the other side of his iron lung.


  They wait there all night, keeping vigil, keeping Death and I at bay.


  I wonder what it feels like to be loved so fiercely. I wonder why I'm still alive, still waiting.


  They take coffee from the nurses, ignoring their suggestions to return home for the night. Joseph is stable, the nurses say. It's in God's hands now.


  I look down at the hands only I can see. My hands, but I am not God. Not unless God is a kind of cosmic shorthand for the power that flows unexplained through this world, of which I am some small part.


  In the early hours of the morning, another of the infected dies. A girl. Very quietly. I feel the disturbance in my world and drift across the hall to her side. She's even younger than Joseph, even paler, even frailer, and her death makes me angry. It's an emotion I've never felt before. I've never tallied up enough time in this world to feel such things.


  The girl is not mine to take. Why am I here?


  She speaks without opening her eyes (though glints of green light glow through translucent eyelids) and without opening her lips. "The time has passed. Wait for another. The boy's father had a flash of the true sight, but he is not long for the world. Wait for him to pass, and his protection with him. Awake again. Take the boy then."


  There's no need to acknowledge the command. I'm a fragment of Death's will. Her right hand... no, not even that. The trailing touch of her littlest finger. I have no free will, no choice. In God's hands.


  I just hope that Joseph won't suffer in the waiting.


  But by sunrise, his breathing is less tortured, his body less racked by spasms. When his mother wipes his forehead with a handkerchief soaked in warm, weak tea, he cracks open his eyelids and smiles.


  It's the most fragile, beautiful thing I've ever seen.


  ****


  September 1941


  "You should be dead right now," a gratuitously stern-looking nurse says. I wonder if her disapproval extends to all her patients—all young men, all injured in the fighting—or if she reserves it just for Joseph. "Stupid foolhardy American."


  The latter, apparently. I watch her as she stands by his bedside, giving his chart a perfunctory once-over before fitting him with a blood pressure cuff. There isn't much for her to do, not after my intervention. Joseph's horrible accident has left him with some bruising, is all. For now he's under observation, but she'll soon declare him stable and send him away again, perhaps sooner than she would have before the war. She needs the bed for her own countrymen. Hell, for any man who had orders or at least permission to follow the front.


  Joseph rests for a few hours on the narrow cot. I wait, not sure what I am waiting for now. The other shoe to drop, maybe.


  He springs awake, triggered by nothing in particular, and casts around, looking very much like his father in that moment. We have to go now, I tell him. A hospital is no place for a rebel like me to hide from Death.


  He sees right through me, but my influence has, perhaps, touched something deep in his mind, below perception. He nods (to himself?) gathers up his possessions, and leaves quietly, cautiously, edging his way between rows of men in cots. Their faint groaning and heavy breathing fades away as he reaches the last door. Sunlight creeps in from the cracks in the frame.


  Is this really it? Have we won free?


  Of course not. It's war. Death is everywhere.


  He walks away from the big stone hospital, taking very small steps. I don't know if his slow, hesitant pace means he's timid after what happened to him—and just what, exactly, does he think happened to him?—or if it's simple exhaustion, his polio-afflicted calf muscles pushed to the brink and failing after the last long hours.


  There's a pile of wreckage on the hospital's side street, swept into a neat mound. Joseph picks through the mound until he finds what he's looking for: a long stave of wood with one end smooth enough to lean on. Ugly cane in hand, he begins the long walk home through the cobbled streets of Helsinki.


  I remember what he wrote in his notebook when we first arrived: The Karelian refugees would give me such strange looks, though never to my face; rather, they looked down to my feet. Someone told me they envied my shoes. Joseph's salary from the news service is not generous by American standards, but most Finns live on far less.


  Joseph's approach to life has always been characterized by the balance between luck and lack. He knows he has two loving parents, a strong and resourceful family; he knows he was granted a miraculous reprieve from the most feared disease of this century. His father's last name protects him from the hatred often directed toward his mother's people. This disturbs him constantly.


  He won't deny it, if pressed, but he refuses to be pitied as a cripple.


  By the time he reaches his apartment, the upper palm of his right hand is bruised and rubbed raw from the rough makeshift cane. But not bleeding, at least. Once he closes the door behind him, he sinks to the floor, hugs his knees to his chest, and takes a long, shuddering breath.


  Joseph lives in this one bedroom apartment with three other men his age. Even so, it's quiet and empty now, a relief for us both. Two of the men are American citizens of recent Finnish origin, Markku and Antti, both returned to fight in the Winter War. They're in the army. The third is a regular Finn, a distant cousin of theirs who actually owns the apartment, also gone to the army. A few months ago, a fourth had slept in the kitchen—a British journalist who stained the cupboard doors dark yellow with endless smoke from his pipe—but he left on the same day the Continuation War commenced.


  I watched in the kitchen that day as Joseph poured the man a parting cup of kossu, the Finns' fearsome grain alcohol, and spoke of his misgivings. "I'm thinking of splitting too, Harry. I see Nazis every day at the Parliament House. Makes my skin crawl."


  Harry downed it, shivered, grunted, and returned to packing. "When I get back to Blighty, maybe the Army'll have me. Turned me down for flat feet, they did, but I expect they've lowered their standards since then. Good luck, Joseph. You're in a damned hard place. They won't hand over the Jews here, though—their Church won't stand for it."


  Joseph silently poured himself a cup and drank. I remember that his hands shook a little. I think he was angry that the man thought he was afraid.


  Now that Joseph's back in the empty kitchen with its stained cupboard doors and dusty sink, he finds the bottle, pours himself a finger of kossu—and sets it aside. "The hell am I thinking?" he asks himself, shaking his head. Perhaps he's considering the effects of the stuff on an empty stomach.


  Yes. Take care of yourself.


  He starts at the sound of the door opening.


  "I'll take that," says Markku, in his perfect, unaccented English. He paces to the kitchen table and slams down the kossu. Still standing, he pours another finger and offers it to Joseph.


  Markku is a tall, impatient man with blond-white eyebrows and much darker hair—almost brown, in fact. It's a combination that renders his appearance subtly unsettling, although in all other respects he presents much the same as any other soldier of Finland.


  "Gotta eat first," says Joseph. "Did you come from the front? You're a mess. Like me." He gestures at their mud stains on both their clothes. They're more apparent against the light grey of Markku's uniform tunic.


  "Yes. And I'll be returning tomorrow. Let's go hunt up some food. Have you sent your dispatch yet?"


  "God, no. I'll work on it while we're eating."


  Joseph wraps a handkerchief around the end of his makeshift cane as they leave for the restaurant.


  Once there, they trade stories of the last few days over thick slices of rye bread loaded with salmon. Joseph's account of the accident is curiously truncated. "When they hit the convoy, I thought I was a goner. A soldier in a motorcycle picked me up. He's dead now. They shot a driver and a nurse, too. Something happened to me, but I'm all right." The story has none of the hallmarks of his journalistic style, which is professionally spare but salted with vivid detail. He's usually better with words, both written and spoken.


  Markku doesn't seem to notice or care. He's in a bad mood. "Fucking savages," he says. "Savages, animals, I want them out. Surely you see now."


  Joseph's eyelids lower by just a fraction. A sleepy, guarded look. It's odd: Joseph, being in the business that he is, is no stranger to heated political conversation. Something inside me curdles, watching him shy back from it now. "Mm," he says, not agreeing or disagreeing, and picks at his food.


  When Joseph turns away from him, Markku's expression changes somehow. His jaw sets as though he has a toothache, and one of the tendons in his neck pops with the strain. Like he's doing his best not to lunge over the table. All that tension is released by a reflexive clenching of his hands, over and over again. Silent, but telling.


  If only Joseph would look up and could see it for himself.


  But he doesn't. He doesn't notice any of it, damn him. "I have to maintain objectivity," he says, quite diplomatically, all of the handsome dramatic passion drained out of his voice. "I'll report on things as I saw them. The editor doesn't want a political statement." Now some emotion, some conviction, returns. It's a bitter, thwarted thing. "Not from me, anyway."


  Markku's eyes narrow in visceral disgust, as one might look at a mangy dog. Well, as someone other than Joseph might, anyway, since Joseph seems to overflow with compassion at random, unnecessary moments.


  Rather like me.


  "Roosevelt wants to get into the war. He's looking for any excuse," says Markku. "He doesn't understand the Soviet danger."


  "I don't think you understand the Nazi one. They'll help you beat off the Soviets, sure, and then they'll turn on Finland. They've already stuck a fork in Norway." Joseph looks up from his plate; Markku has already recomposed his face into a mask of polite frustration. Neither man seems willing to let his true passions show. Not fully.


  Our stolen time ticks by. Maybe there will be a bombing. Maybe the roof will come down on our heads. We can't hide forever. Not from each other, not from ourselves, not from this war, and especially not from death. Joseph doesn't have a hope or a clue. Which makes it all the stranger that—judging by his expression in those unguarded moments, at least—Markku does. Markku knows something is going to happen, although I don't know what, and I don't know if Markku does, either. I'm not sure I even want to.


  Antti, the other, more genial Finnish American, usually provides balance. Without him, the dynamic between Markku and Joseph is hard to call "friendship." Sometimes I think of them as nations: Markku eyeing the border lines with hungry intent as Joseph trusts overly in neutrality. It's happening even now.


  Markku is always watching Joseph when he isn't paying attention. Studying him. Making some calculation over and over, but the answer to the sum is never the one he desires, no matter how he approaches the equation.


  When Joseph finishes his meal and leaves the restaurant, Markku's burning gaze follows, and I know his body wants to follow, too.


  Joseph doesn't notice. But Joseph never notices, not even on those times when Markku stands close enough to brush sleeves or subtly uses the largeness of his body to herd Joseph against walls or furniture. When they're alone in the kitchen. When they're alone in the sauna.


  Joseph is immune. Was it the same with the nurse, the one Joseph lent his handkerchief to? I can't be sure. For Joseph, desire must be an alien, unrecognizable thing, perhaps because he can never entirely escape the mechanical isolation of the iron lung or the boy he was inside it. The protectiveness I get from that knowledge is a warm feeling, usually, but with Markku it runs hot enough to scald.


  I don't think I'm supposed to feel emotions with such chaotic intensity, not if I'm ever to serve my purpose.


  And I will serve my purpose. It's just a question of when.


  ****


  December 1941


  The sun sets shortly after lunchtime. A killing cold descends with the darkness.


  The old wooden farmhouse has a gaping, splintered hole in the west wall, and offers little protection. Lieutenant Järvilehto stands in the kitchen still swathed in his parka. "I can confirm what the press officer said. Every detail. You can even interview my men. We haven't passed over the old border."


  Joseph nods politely. The lieutenant watches with poorly guarded anxiety as he jots down a note or two in his little leather notebook. No matter who they are or what they speak of, the sight of the notebook puts men ill at ease, so his reaction is no clue as to whether he's lying or not.


  An SS officer stands behind Lieutenant Järvilehto. The only visible marks of his rank are twin lightning bolts on a dark collar almost submerged by his bulky, paler overcoat. Joseph just tries not to look at him. I mark the subtle aversion of Joseph's gaze. The way he studies his notes, looks too intensely at the Finnish Lieutenant as they speak with one another. All tactics to make him appear focused on his task versus... whatever he's feeling. I wonder what storm of emotions roils through him now. Not fear, surely.


  "Is the German presence here in response to Finnish requests?" asks Joseph, gesturing in the direction of the officer, still not looking at him.


  "SS-Hauptsturmführer Lange is... observing. That is all. The Soviets determine our actions with their mindless aggression. Unlike them, we respect international boundaries. We hold Karelia safe and take no part in further German advances."


  Lange's eyes are barely visible under his low cap, but his lips tighten at those words. His partnership with Järvilehto is obviously not an easy one.


  "I've heard that there were partisan attacks in this area," says Joseph. "That there were successful defenses, and prisoners taken."


  "They set fire to a mill, and killed the old man that ran it. Another in the long list of atrocities against our civilians. I can have you taken to the site tomorrow. But no, no prisoners—the partisans resisted capture and were all shot by our forces."


  He's lying.


  The pencil slips from Joseph's cold-numbed fingers. He curses, but not in English. It's a Yiddish phrase learned from his grandfather; he must have chosen it quite purposefully.


  Will Lange notice? Surely, this is a gesture meant to highlight his impotence. A killer of Jews muzzled by the exigencies of the Finnish alliance.


  Järvilehto quickly stoops and picks up the pencil for Joseph. "The rooms in the back are heated. Would you like to continue your writing there, with the men?"


  "Yes, thank you."


  Lange shifts his weight restlessly, but makes no other motion, no sign of recognition.


  The room Joseph is led to is packed with Finnish soldiers, all listening intently to the radio. A folk song plays. A chorus of women chant mournfully over an eerie melodic drone. The men are enraptured, faces slightly lifted, angling themselves, like antennas, to better absorb the waves of sound.


  Joseph greets the men quietly, finds a spot, sits down against the wall. His new cane is made of strong, smooth ash with a handle of reindeer horn; he rests it across his lap and begins to read over his notes.


  I'm restless and torn. With every sawing string note, the air vibrates and slithers against my phantom skin. None of the humans are so affected. They're all in separate worlds: the Finns wrapped up in the song of their people, Joseph wrestling with the words he desires to use as weapons, Järvilehto outside balancing on the tightrope of the borderline, Lange... Lange...


  I don't like to stray too far from Joseph. When I do, I lose my form and my sense of myself, becoming little more than a tenuous cloud of perception. Still, something calls me out into the night, and fearing the approach of Death, I answer.


  I drift through the stone wall.


  By the light of the moon and the stars, Lange trudges his way towards the barn. There's a pistol in his black-gloved hand and a ring of keys in the other.


  I skim over the snow crust and slip under the eaves of the barn. There are no animals inside, only five Soviet prisoners handcuffed to a beam. Their faces are all stamped with torpid agony—the uniquely stricken expression of humans who are half-dead from cold and know it.


  Lange is coming to put an end to their misery.


  The thought that in this way he is like me fills me with greasy revulsion, as if my intangible body—which has never so much as touched the soil of this world—now overflows with corruption.


  One of the prisoners hears Lange's footstep. He cranes his head toward the barn door, eyelids shivering with hope. It has to be hope.


  I rush away, in a panic, back to Joseph. My passage through the night air scours me, but doesn't clean. When I arrive back at Joseph's side I'm still in a profoundly disordered state.


  Partisan attacks continue behind the Finnish line, but frequent captures and failures indicate suggest that their efforts lack widespread support among the populace of Karelia.


  I can see it in the tilt of his eyebrows, the way his pencil rises up to the corner of his mouth. He senses something is wrong. Like an itch between his shoulder blades he cannot scratch. Is it his own distrust of Lange that nags at him, or is it something to do with me? The result is the same, but I still wish it was me. I need to know he hears me. If he could only acknowledge my existence one more time, I imagine that my happiness would overflow ten thousand lifespans.


  He draws twin lightning bolts below the last sentence, then crosses them out with such a savage stroke that the paper creases, almost tearing. He grabs his cane, rises swiftly to his feet, puts the notebook in his pocket and asks the soldier by his side for directions to the latrine.


  "None, yet. Piss out the back door, I suggest." The soldier returns to his contemplation of the sweet drone.


  Joseph leaves.


  Lange, I whisper to him in my way. Lange. Lange. Lange. Some part of me realizes I could be sending him to his death, but he'll kill himself if he goes on living this way. Death has been watching and waiting for so long now and won't be denied much longer, and if it's going to happen, I would prefer him die a hero, or if not a hero, at least satisfied by his death. Yes, that.


  The Finns have stacked their skis against the farmhouse wall. Joseph holds onto one for balance as he tests the ice-slick paving stones with his cane. He finds purchase, and then stares out toward the barn, where a little light flashes through the cracks of a shuttered window.


  "Lange," he whispers, shuts his mouth against the cold, and sets off.


  Joseph uses the path that Lange has already trod. The crunch and slide of snow is barely audible, because a wind has picked up. White clumps fall with a puff from heavy-laden firs, drumming the earth softly, with no rhythm. Joseph's smile is both grim and joyful.


  There's a sense of rightfulness that mounts in me as he approaches the barn. I've helped give Joseph what he wants. To be a witness. To act.


  His hair, dark in this light, has become spangled with snowflakes. When he dies, the world's beauty will be so greatly diminished. I don't want to outlast him. It's a mercy that I won't, and for the first time I'm thankful for our tied fates.


  The prisoners in their chains are shuffling into the woods. Lange waves them on with his Luger.


  "This is not the way to the road," says Joseph, in Russian.


  There is no attempt at lying or concealment. Lange turns, aims, fires. Joseph dives into the snow, following the direction of his weaker right leg. No. Not yet. I would feel it.


  He'll shoot right through me. Oh God, my frozen desperation will not shield Joseph.


  A prisoner hurls himself at Lange, clubbing at him with stiff hands, and I dare to imagine that Joseph will live.


  Lange shoots the Russian in the face. The gunshot seems to fracture the world, but there's no time to worry about Death's arrival.


  Joseph rises from the snow and swings his cane in a whip-fast arc. He hits Lange's pistol hand. The gun falls and is swallowed by the snow.


  I think Lange knows he's dead now, and I'm sorry that it came to this, even for such a man.


  The Russians drag Lange down. One of them scrabbles in the snow for the pistol, wraps it in a sleeve to keep the metal from biting his flesh, puts it to Lange's forehead, and pulls the trigger.


  The forest is silent and still once more.


  "They told me you were dead," says Joseph, leaning on his cane and breathing hard. He does not look at Lange's body, or the dark red blood and foamy pink brain matter that covers the snow as if it had been sprayed from an aerosol can. Strangely enough, a smile seems to tug at one side of Joseph's mouth. I realize he hadn't planned on living through this, either. Or maybe it's just the adrenaline. Or hysteria brought on by the shock. I don't know him at all. Not anymore. "They won't bother taking you to a camp, they'll just kill you. You need to run."


  "Who are you?" one of the prisoners asks, in between gasping out huge mouthfuls of condensation.


  Yes, who?


  Joseph's reply is terse and formal. He straightens his posture. "An American."


  "You'll come with us." The man raises the Luger to point at Joseph's heart.


  But I am not looking at the gun, or at Joseph. I am looking at Lange, sprawled out on his back in the snow. At the horrible green light that fills his eyes and mouth.


  "The situation—your relationship—is untenable." The message is crisp and technical, perhaps the result of filtration through Lange's dead mind. The act of dying has become mechanical, industrial, it follows that Death herself would be corrupted, too.


  I don't care, I want to shout. He's alive. Look at the lives he's saved. He changed the world. Isn't that worth it?


  The Luger drops again. A burst of red appears on the Russian's forehead and he collapses backwards, his body breaking the snow's crust, falling through until his dead face is level with it. In the emptiness after the rifle crack, there is the sound of wind—no, louder than the wind...


  The Finns are coming, skiing towards us, skimming like ghosts over the snow and through the trees. There will be no escape for anyone.


  Of the three remaining prisoners, two fall to their knees; one sways and mutters and closes his eyes. Will the Finns be able to tell that Joseph is not one of them? Will they care to, after what he's done?


  Lie down, I beg him. Live. Please live.


  "Järvilehto!" shouts Joseph. "Lopettaa! Stop. Stop. These men are prisoners of war. The Geneva Convention states that—No!" He lunges forward, stands in front of the kneeling men, and spreads his arms. Staggers in the snow. "No!"


  Järvilehto tugs his scarf down to free at his mouth as he prods at one of the corpses with a ski pole. "That's Lange," he says. "Well, well." The statements are both so bland, there's no way of reading his intent. He turns to Joseph and extends a hand. "We'll have them taken to a prisoner of war camp. We treat them well. You can report on the process. But of course, given this incident... I would advise you to leave this country shortly after the report. Our co-belligerents will want to perform their own investigation."


  His voice is so light for handing down such an order, as if he isn't making a threat at all. It's disconcertingly anti-climactic.


  "I understand," says Joseph. He seems taller now, more solid. His eyes are twisted, but it's just a few frozen tears he can't quite manage to blink away.


  The Finns escort them all back to the farmhouse. Three bodies remain to be buried by the snow. This is no climate for grave digging.


  One of the Russians whispers to Joseph along the way. "Thank you, comrade." I wonder, now that he has been spared, is there another like me, walking this earth, tethered to a life that should not be? Instabilities, multiplying and contagious. Untenable.


  Joseph and I leave Death behind.


  ****


  Joseph's hands still shake. It has been three days. Three days without gunshots, without blood, without even the lingering cold of death or winter. Three days ensconced in the safety of the fortifying heat of his flat's kitchen stove and endless cups of coffee.


  I don't think he quite believes he's won his life, his freedom.


  With no more news to write now that the POW story has gone out, he's taken to writing letters home instead. Many, many letters, more than he's written in the last two years put together. They're rambling, filled with bits and pieces of political philosophy and poetry and memoirs and rants and regrets.


  He hasn't mailed them. He's going to walk them home.


  He folds the last one into his notebook, tucks the notebook into a leather satchel, and puts the satchel inside his suitcase. I imagine his mother in Brooklyn unpacking them for him, setting his clothes into empty childhood drawers. His room, which she kept for him, waiting for him to come home. And now he will.


  Away from all this. Safe. As of last week and the news of Pearl Harbor, America is no longer the remote sanctuary it once was; it has been permanently altered, the world fracturing once again. But it's better than here. Joseph, with his cane, will not return to Europe, nor will he be sent across the Pacific, and that will have to be comfort enough. He can fulfill the duty he yearns towards in other ways—with writing, with translation, with all of the skills of his mind and the compassion of his heart.


  "Let me help you with that," says Markku, approaching from behind. He reaches around Joseph's body, brushing fingers over Joseph's on his way to fastening the suitcase's clasp. Joseph's hand darts back, curling protectively against his chest. Markku smiles. "I wish you weren't leaving, Joe. Don't you think you should at least wait until Spring? Cold as a nun's tits out today. Well, there's no helping it I guess. You want me to walk you to the port? I could carry your case." He gestures to Joseph's cane, as if to remind him of his own disability. "Least I can do."


  Strange, how regret can turn goodbyes into reconciliations.


  "Sure. That's swell. Do you want me to carry anything back for your folks?"


  "They're all the way in Minnesota. Don't bother." Markku lifts the suitcase and leads the way out of their apartment. The mention of home seems to have disturbed him, knocked him back into taciturn glowering.


  Joseph shrugs and follows.


  The streets of Helsinki are swept nearly free of snow. The early afternoon twilight is descending, but there's a clear view to the Baltic Sea. It's brilliantly white, frozen solid, snowed over. The ferries to Stockholm are all harbored for the winter, but Joseph will be joining a truck convoy from a port depot.


  Markku increases his pace until Joseph has to skip ungracefully to make up some of the distance.


  "Wait!" calls Joseph, careful not to reveal his gasps of exertion. "That's not the way."


  Marrku sets down the suitcase and turns. He's in a narrow gap between two bombed-out buildings. Wreckage has been piled high on either side of the street. I feel like we're back in the forest, crowded in by the somber firs. The sound of soft drumming. The hellish sights of the Winter War, bodies stacked like cordwood, faces frozen into inhuman leers, arms randomly spiking upward to the sky.


  Turn back. Please, don't follow.


  Joseph doesn't hear me anymore. A rage fills me. My life is his, my soul, my face. I want nothing for myself, everything for him. And still he closes himself against me.


  Let me in. Listen to me. Turn back.


  Markku has one hand in his coat pocket and a rage to match my own burning in his eyes. "Why did you do it. Why did you have to do it." He seems almost on the verge of tears.


  "What do you mean, Markku? You're not making sense. Have you had—"


  "You make me weak. You've always made me weak. And now I understand why."


  Joseph tightens his grip on his cane and eyes his suitcase, sitting at Markku's feet. He doesn't understand. But oh God, I think I'm beginning to.


  "We're both a long way from home," Joseph says in what's meant to be a comforting, conciliatory voice, and smiles with no teeth, in the way that people sometimes smile at snarling dogs. He keeps looking at his suitcase.


  Leave it. Just run.


  "You. Your whole people. The Nazis figured it out. You're a fucking contagion. Corrupting everything that's healthy, turning it sick and twisted and—"


  "That's not true, Markku. You know it isn't. We're friends, Markku. Remember th—"


  "Go to hell."


  He pulls out a pistol and sends us there.


  ****


  June 1965


  What is it with the awful Swedish food in the cafeteria today? These meatballs taste like wood pulp. I finish my plate anyway, because I've been on my feet for about six hours straight, at this point, and I need the protein buried somewhere in these sorry grey lumps.


  The coffee's good here, though, and the view can't be beat. Looking out the big seaward window, the Baltic's right there, summer blue and dotted with jaunty ships. I sip my coffee and come alive again, watching with veiled interest as a couple of new resident doctors file up to the cafeteria counter, talking to each other in voices too low to eavesdrop on. The third in line catches my eye—or rather, his short-cropped ginger hair does—but I quickly look away. He's too pinky-pale, his hair too coppery, his skin too dappled by freckles.


  I've been dreaming of a red-haired man since I was a little boy. Well, that's kind of an incorrect statement. He's not always a man. Sometimes he's a sickly little boy and sometimes he's a teenager. Sometimes I think he's me.


  But maybe not, because sometimes he's a man, and those are the times I wake up fevered or twisted in my sheets or in a cold sweat or crying or so rock fucking hard I have to grind against the mattress for relief.


  Sometimes he's dying. In a hospital or after a horrible motorcycle accident, or in some frozen winter woods or in a dirty post-apocalyptic alley surrounded by rubble. Those are the cold dreams, the dreams where I wake weeping and I don't know why.


  My younger sister, who's done a couple semesters in America and brought back a taste for Hare Krishna and power crystals and the Kalevala set to electric guitar (and maybe a few psychedelic drugs if my mother's to be believed) says it must be my past life. The dreams do seem old fashioned, like watching an old movie where people say things like "dame" or "flatfoot" or "whistling Dixie", but to be honest the first thing that comes to my mind isn't past life, it's purpose. And I'm not sure I care to know what that purpose is. I'm happy—for a Scandinavian, I'm positively ecstatic—without one.


  I can't help being curious, though. Maybe she has me believing a little bit of her mixed-up nonsense.


  So I'm on break at the hospital cafeteria, and instead of leafing through the smiling faces in Suomen Kuvalehti, I'm carefully cracking the pages of an English treatise on the transmigration of souls in Jewish theology. I'm good at the language—I've always had a gift for languages—but it's still pretty damn arcane.


  I don't get very far before my break is over.


  I put my book away, down the last of my coffee, wash my hands, and start my round. The summer sunlight helps me stay alert. This hospital is modern, with a few full walls of windows, exploding with natural light, a far cry from the old stone dungeon in Turku where I did my nursing practicum.


  Walking the halls, I'm relieved I'm on day shift. Nights here can be downright spooky sometimes, especially if you're the type to believe in ghosts, which—I hate to admit—I am. Even in the middle of the day I get this kind of creepy sense that there's somebody watching me, following me, not to hurt me I don't think, but still.


  The other day I was doing a night shift, seven-to-seven, and I swear to God I saw this old-fashioned nurse, like the ones in the class of '41-'42 group portraits that hang in the hallways of my old dormitory, skulking around down in ICU. She looked right at me, beckoned as if she wanted me to fetch her something—pillows, an IV bag, who knows—and then she sighed, and shook her head and threw up her hands and... disappeared.


  Of course I asked, and of course nobody had any idea what I was talking about. They thought I'd just seen a patient or another nurse and been too tired and well, you know the drill. Except none of that explains why her eyes were glowing freaky green.


  The war still haunts us all. In my case, it's just a little more literal, I guess.


  I'm following the ghost nurse's path, silently cursing my compulsion, when a doctor catches me by the elbow. "The American patient's awake," the doctor tells me, not even glancing up from his chart to look me in the eye. I might as well be a robot or a janitor, for all the recognition I get. "Go check in on him."


  Well, fuck him anyway. Nursing's an honest job, and a good job, and I'd rather be a nurse who knows every patient's name and story than a high and mighty doctor who's only in it for the Mercedes-Benz.


  Which makes it kind of strange that I don't know this American.


  I walk into the ward with a grin, excited to practice my English. "Welcome to Helsinki, Mr..." I take a glance at the bracelet around his tanned wrist, but he answers me before I get a chance to read it.


  "Green," he finishes. "Joe Green."


  He's tanned, gorgeous. A Hollywood movie star in Technicolor. I run a hand through my own pale blond hair, hoping his reaction will key me in on whether it's worth it to flirt.


  "Vodka martini? Shaken, not stirred?" I ask him, and he laughs. Yeah, maybe it is.


  "Just pour it in the IV." He has the kind of smile that I don't associate with Americans, not all brash and fluoride-gleaming, more calm and speaking of a quiet confidence. I'm reading a lot into his smile, I realize. Like I already know him and understand the subtleties of his expressions. "How about you?"


  His question kind of takes me aback, and I don't know why. For a second, I forget my own name. Jeeze, I'm falling hard.


  "Umm, Tenho. I mean, that's my name." I remember my duties, finally. "How's your leg? Are you experiencing any pain?"


  "Nah," Joe replies. "They got me on the good stuff, I think."


  I nod stupidly, not sure what to say next. What to say... what to say... "What brings you to Finland?" I blurt out.


  Instead of being snide about my awkwardness, he smiles again, this time shy, unable to quite meet my eyes. He fists the light blue blanket draped over his good leg and then higher over the bulky shape of his cast. "Promise not to laugh."


  "I'm a male nurse. I promise." I put my hand over my heart for emphasis.


  "You read any Jack Kerouac?" I shake my head. "Not to sound like a big head, but it's kinda like that. I'm a writer. I did journalism in college, I've written some stuff for the Berkeley Barb, but I feel like... I want..."


  I realize I have moved closer to his bedside, lingering, anxious to sit and hold his hand or comb my fingers through his hair. It feels like pillow talk, somehow. Intimate and sweet. I wait for him to finish his sentence.


  "Well, I guess I just want to write something real."


  Real. Yeah, I know that feeling, like your whole life is a dream, like you're waiting for something to happen, something that's gonna change everything, make you a new kind of man.


  Except now I know what it feels like on the other side.


  The other side? I catch myself. Don't get ahead of yourself, Tenho. Don't scare him off.


  "And I think I'm almost there," Joe says. "I was putting it down. And then I got in that stupid motorcycle wreck. I can't believe I—you people have been fantastic, though. You've got this great spirit. Sisu, you call it, right? I should have the words for what I feel here, in this land, but I don't, not yet. They slip away." He pauses and takes a deep breath, winces. I wonder if he's telling the truth about the pain. "But then, sometimes I think the search for wholeness is overrated. I can't know everything, comprehend everything, articulate everything. Incomplete things, they're beautiful too, you know? I have to work with my limitations."


  I know what Joe means, perhaps before even he does. I rest my hand on his. "Hey, you'll walk again. Just give it some time. We've got an excellent physical therapy program."


  The sun slips over the curtain just then and touches his hair. There's a subtle flame dancing in the light between the strands. It's dizzying. This man makes me feel like shouting poetry. I resist the urge, but I don't deny it.


  "It looks like I'll be here a while, yeah. Are you a regular here? You'll come and visit me? I can't offer to help practice English, because yours is already perfect." He catches my eye and smiles. That smile again, talk about perfect.


  Damn, I hope I'm not blushing.


  "Yes. And I'll bring you some books and magazines next time I come." I'm already pulling them off the shelf in my mind, ranking them in the order of their likely intellectual and aesthetic appeal, assigning Joe-ratings.


  "I'd really like that."


  The PA system blares out a code. I'm gone from his bedside in a flash. My hand is still warm from his. Focus on the job. He'll be there. He's safe, he's found.


  ****


  December 1941


  Blood. I can feel it. It's warm. Joseph's blood. Not long now.


  I don't want to go.


  For some reason, Joseph smiles, and now the blood runs down his chin. His eyes are bright, though. I look at his eyes. Nothing but his eyes.


  He can see me. It's time.


  He speaks to me, again and for the last time. His lips move, but no sound comes out, so I move closer, and closer still, until I can feel the radiant warmth of the blood in his mouth, and the ineffectual wheeze of the last air leaving his lungs.


  "I know what you are," he says, again, and I don't know if he even remembers the first time, and maybe it doesn't matter, because it was always coming to this. Death works through me. I have no life of my own. I never will.


  Joseph's hand guides my face until our gazes meet again. "Hey. Don't be afraid. If this isn't... If this isn't the end, then I'll find you."


  And then he tilts his jaw up, nudging his mouth against mine.


  This can't be the end.


  ****


  September 1965


  I wake up from one of my dying dreams, this time fighting the strange, sad urge to wipe sticky blood from my lips.


  This can't be the end.


  What does it mean? A line from a song? A poem? Something from the piles of notebooks stacked on the bedside table, the desk, the radiator?


  A hand touches my shoulder.


  "Lie down," Joe mumbles, patting his palm clumsily down to my chest and trying to push me back from where I've sat up. "...Pulled the blanket off me s'too cold. Go back to sleep."


  "Cold? It's not cold. You Americans..." I give up trying to remember my dream. I'd much rather be here, now, with Joe. Finally, I flop back into bed, savoring the warmth of Joe's body as he nuzzles against me and settles back into sleep.


  This can't be the end.


  I touch the round curve of Joe's ear. Brush the hair back from his brow and press a kiss to his temple, smiling a little smugly to myself.


  And it isn't.


  THE END
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  Two dark-haired young men in jeans and t-shirts lie on a couch. One is reading while the other kisses his neck.
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  WEST, HAVEN


  by Jenna Jones


  The car hit West's from behind, sending him bouncing between the one behind and the one before for what felt like a week. When he stopped bouncing, he sat for a moment, fingers white-knuckled on the steering wheel, and then threw open the door and got out.


  The driver of the car that had hit him was a teenaged boy, who said, "Shit, man! Shit!" as he stared at their fenders. His face was pale and his eyes were wild, and West's anger at being rear-ended diffused at the boy's growing panic.


  "It's okay," West said and put a hand on the boy's shoulder. "Are you hurt?"


  "I just got my license!"


  "It's okay," West repeated, and noticed from the corner of his eye that the driver of the car in front of him had gotten out too. "Take a deep breath."


  The boy nodded and inhaled, and the driver behind West said, "Is anybody hurt?"


  "I don't think so," West said, glancing back quickly over his shoulder. "Just upset." He looked at the boy again, who was still breathing deeply and looked less like he was going to vomit. "Do you feel better?"


  "Yeah, man, thank you," the boy said, still inhaling and exhaling like he was about to start meditating. "If I've got an accident on my record already—"


  "You don't," West said and pointed to the bumpers. "See? It's only scratched on mine and it's probably not much worse on yours." He bent to peer at the boy's bumper. The car probably belonged to one of his parents— it was a sedate sedan, dark green, about five years old and wearing the battle scars of shopping carts and careless doors.


  West's car, on the other hand, was the same one he'd been driving since he was eighteen, a yellow '69 VW Bug that had carted him to college in Los Angeles and home again to Seattle now that he was working on his master's degree. As much care as he tried to put into it, oil changes and tire rotations and polishing out scratches, it looked like exactly what it was, the well-used car of a young driver.


  At least the rear fender didn't seem to have anything worse than a new scratch. That left the front fender, and the driver who was now waving to the cars behind them to go around. West went to the front of the Bug and bent to peer at their fenders, and the boy said, "So we're okay? Should I call my Dad?"


  The other driver said to West, "How's your neck?" and West put his hand on the back to carefully feel the bones and soft tissue.


  "I don't think we need to call anybody," he said. "My neck's okay. I'll probably be sore tomorrow but I've got a friend in chiropractor school who likes to practice on me anyway." He straightened up to take a look at the boy— normal color restored, now looking anxious to get on his way— and the other driver, who tilted his head and narrowed his eyes and said, "West?" as West said, "Riley?"


  "Oh, my God," said Riley, laughing, and he hugged West quickly, slapping West's back as he let go. "I thought I recognized Woodstock! How are you? When did you get back to Seattle? I heard you were still living in California or something."


  "I— Riley— I came home after graduation," said West, stunned. "I'm in my second year at Antioch for my master's degree. Riley. Wow. I thought you'd stay in Ohio."


  "Nah, I came home," Riley said easily, looking away a moment. "Found I missed this crazy place. Wow, I know, right? You and me in the same city and didn't even know it."


  "Hey, mister?" said the boy. "If we're okay I need to get to work."


  "Oh," said West, remembering why he'd stopped in the first place. "I'm okay. Riley? Are you?"


  "Yeah," said Riley. "The car's okay and I don't think I got hurt any. Start breaking earlier next time, kid."


  "Okay," said the boy and ran back to his car. He took off at a near-crawl, though he neglected to check the other lane for traffic and caused another car to swerve and honk at him.


  Riley turned back to West with a laugh. "Hey, are you on your way somewhere? We should totally talk."


  "I just got out of class and was on my way home," said West. "Do you want to get coffee somewhere?"


  "Let's get coffee," said Riley. "Gosh, where can you get coffee in this town?" He grinned, dimples showing and the same mischief in his dark, lively eyes, and West sighed inwardly. For years he'd been telling himself he was over Riley Cooper, and all it took was five minutes and he knew he wasn't, not one bit.


  ****


  There was a coffee shop that West particularly liked only a block away, so West gave Riley directions and they agreed to meet in a few minutes. West arrived first, not at all to his surprise, placed his order and took a table near the front windows so Riley would find him easily. He was grateful for the lull, really, since it gave him a few minutes to regroup and remember.


  When he was twelve, his family moved to Seattle— in part because of his mother's work, but also in part because life at West's old school was approaching unbearable. New kid, new school, new year. In homeroom the teacher seated them alphabetically, and put West behind a tall, dark-haired kid with skinny shoulders named Riley Cooper. While the teacher continued to the D's, West drew in his sketchbook, his head low and his movements small. His parents thought Seattle would be a new beginning for him but he knew it would be just like how it had been at home, that the second the kids figured out he was different they'd make his life miserable.


  The kid turned around and said, "Hey, what're you drawing?"


  "Nothing," West said and pulled a piece of binder paper over his sketchbook. The drawing was the mug full of pens and pencils on the teacher's desk, nothing important, but he liked the arrangement of the pens and the way the florescent light glinted off the black ceramic.


  The kid, Riley, moved the binder paper out of the way as he said, "It's not nothing," and then he was quiet. West flinched, expecting mockery or worse, but instead Riley had a funny look on his face like he'd expected something dumb like monsters or rocket ships and instead got a mug full of pens.


  "That's good," Riley said, looking up at West. "I mean, really good."


  "Thanks," West said, and Riley smiled at him.


  The smile left West dumbstruck. It wasn't mean or teasing, it was just warm and genuine and bright, and West thought, Smile at me like that again. He blushed, lowering his head over his papers before he said anything stupid, but then Riley had to turn around because the teacher was finally at the front of the classroom and passing out schedules for the semester. West thought, Okay, that's over, but knowing it was over made him sad. Riley wouldn't talk to him again, not once he figured West out, but it was nice while it lasted.


  He'd still managed to get the attention of Jesse Snyder and his cronies. By the end of the day his lunch had been stolen and he'd been introduced to the girl's bathroom. When his parents asked how school had gone he said, "It's fine," and spent an hour before dinner figuring out alternative routes to and from school and places where he could hide.


  His favorite place wasn't far out of his way. It was a little red brick church, St. Francis of something. West liked it because the statue in front was of a man with a fawn in his arms, a wolf at his feet and a gentle look on his face. The statue was in a garden with a lot of trees, especially a big oak that had low, thick branches that were perfect for climbing if you were light and spry. He experimented with climbing up it, and figured a guy who was friendly with deer and wolves would understand the need for one boy to hide nearby sometimes.


  School was okay. Sometimes Jesse Snyder forgot about him, finding other kids smaller and less wily to torment, and West was able to eat his lunch and go from class to class in peace. Every day he saw Riley Cooper, who looked like he should be one of those kids who ate lunch with Jesse Snyder's crowd except that his shirts were too big for his narrow shoulders and his jeans were too short for his long legs and he wore the same pair of shoes every day.


  One day Riley came to school with a black eye. West looked at him with dismay, but Riley stared back like he'd land one on West if he said anything about it. When West tried to put a hand on his shoulder Riley shrugged it off like it burned.


  West was walking home not long after that one rainy afternoon when he heard a lot footsteps behind him, and he cringed, knowing what was coming. Sure enough, Jesse Snyder and his whole group surrounded him, shoved him, snatched away his umbrella and yanked on his backpack, called him a girly-girl and worse, words that would get him sent to his room if he used them at home— so West took off running. It was the only thing to do. Home was still too far away to be safe yet and the church was close, and he was little and fast while Jesse was big and clumsy.


  He reached the church first and climbed up into the oak. Safe in its branches, raindrops falling on him from the leaves overhead, he clung to a branch and held his breath when Jesse ran into the garden, his friends on his heels. "West the wuss!" Jesse bellowed. "West the wuss, West the wuss!" they all chanted, when the door to the little house attached to the church opened and the priest came out.


  "Come in to pray or go on your way, boys," he said sternly, and after a few minutes of nervous giggling and shuffling the boys moved on. The priest waited until they were out of earshot, and then said, looking up at the branches, "It's safe now. You can come down."


  West didn't move.


  The priest waited a moment, then said, "Stay in the tree if you want, but it's dry inside."


  West slid from the branch and dropped to the ground. The priest smiled at him, his face a lot like the statue's a few feet away. "Come on. I've made hot cocoa." He put his hand on West's shoulder as they went into the little house.


  There was another boy in the kitchen, as soaked as West, with a towel over his shoulders and an empty cup in front of him. It was Riley, of course, the bruise around his eye fading but with a new split in his lip, and he hunched under his towel when West came in. "Have a seat," the priest said to West and gave him one of the kitchen towels from a drawer. "Were you hurt?"


  "No," West said, trying not to stare.


  "Bullies," the priest said to Riley.


  "I know who that'd be." Riley sniffed hard and wiped his face with his flannel sleeve. "They run the school. Nobody can do anything about it."


  "There's always something people can do." He said to West, "What's your name, son?"


  "West Cunningham." He swallowed. "I'm not Catholic. I'm not anything."


  The priest smiled. He looked younger than West's dad, and had brown eyes and a reddish beard. "It's all right, West Cunningham," he said. "The church offers sanctuary to anyone who needs it. That's why Riley's here."


  "Did you get chased by bullies too?" West said, and Riley stuck out his chin and looked away.


  "Riley sometimes needs a safe place," said the priest. "I'm Father Jackson, West. When you're ready to go home I'll drive you. Okay?"


  West nodded. Father Jackson put marshmallows in his cocoa and told him the story of St. Francis and why the church was named after him. West told him hesitantly about wanting to be an artist when he grew up. Riley didn't say much, but he did his math homework with Father Jackson's help and looked at West's drawings like they were something really amazing.


  When they'd drunk their cocoa and done their homework, Father Jackson said, "You can play now, Riley," and Riley lit up. He went into another room with Father Jackson, and West followed, curious. The other room turned out to be a study with tall bookcases and a desk in front of the window. Father Jackson sat in one of the chairs between the bookcases so West took the one at the desk. He thought Riley would sit in one of the other overstuffed chairs and they'd play chess or something, but instead Riley got an instrument case from a closet. He opened the case and took out a violin, and to West's astonishment he began to play. It wasn't sawing away with the bow, either, like most kids their age— it was beautiful and dreamy, and Riley looked like he was in heaven as he played. Father Jackson smiled while he listened, and applauded when Riley was done. West did too. He'd never heard anything so beautiful, not in person, not played by someone his age.


  Before it grew any darker, Father Jackson drove both West and Riley home— Riley didn't live that far away from West— but he dropped Riley off down the block from his house and waited down the street, his headlights off, until Riley was inside.


  "Why?" West said when they were on their way to his house. "Why'd you do that?"


  "I hope not to make things more difficult for him when he gets home." He paused. "West. I know you feel very alone right now and not like you've got a lot of power, but there's something you can do for Riley that very few other people can."


  "What?" West said, mystified.


  "Be a haven for him," said Father Jackson, and added at West's puzzled look, "A haven is a safe place. If you can do that, he'll be a safe place for you. I promise."


  West nodded, not quite sure he understood. His parents exclaimed over him when he got home, demanding where he'd been, but they relaxed when Father Jackson said West had been at the church to get out of the rain. "Lost his umbrella," Father Jackson said, and his mother said, "He'd lose his head if it weren't attached to his body— he'd lose everything but that sketchbook," but she looked proud when she said it, and West thought maybe this would be okay.


  He didn't know how to be a haven for anybody, though, and when the hissing, "West the wuss, West the wuss," started up at lunchtime the next day at school he thought wearily that this would keep going and going like it always had, no matter where they moved or what adults thought.


  One of Jesse Snyder's friends grabbed West's sketchbook from the stack of books under his arm and waved it around. "Look what I got! West the wuss's stuff!" He danced around with it, laughing and waving the book, and for the first time West got angry. Really angry, too, enough that he felt his face grow hot and his fists clench, and he was about to fly at the kid and pummel him until he gave the book back when he felt an arm go around his shoulders— a friendly arm, not one that was going to lock around him and drag him down— and Riley said, "Lay off, assholes."


  Jesse Snyder laughed at them. The girls were always sighing over him, saying how cute he was, and West thought in his secret heart that Jesse Snyder was pretty cute if you ignored everything else about him, but his laugh was ugly and wrong. "You're friends with West the wuss?"


  "So what if I am?" said Riley, lifting his chin, and West stared at him in amazement. He didn't dare put an arm around Riley too, he knew that would be pushing it too far, but he relaxed for the first time since the first day of school and gazed back at Jesse, who looked at them like he didn't know what to do. Riley was the only boy taller than Jesse in the class, and with his mysterious battle wounds he looked far more dangerous than Jesse could hope for. When Riley smiled, it was like Riley knew how to hurt, really hurt, and wasn't afraid to show it. "Now give the book back."


  The other boys shuffled uncomfortably, and the kid with the sketchbook held in his hands and looked at Jesse like he was waiting for orders. Finally he handed West the book and muttered, "I'm just having fun, Jesus." They trickled away like a pack of confused puppies, even Jesse Snyder, who looked like he didn't know what had happened.


  West exhaled and muttered, "Thanks," and Riley said, "Anytime," and let him go.


  They ate lunch together that day, and the day after and the day after that. On Friday Riley took West to the garden of the church and they climbed the oak tree and carved their initials, RC and WC, high on the trunk where no would see it but them.


  "This tree will be famous someday," Riley said as he carved. "I'm going to be a world-famous musician when I get out of here, and people will come from miles around to see what I did when I was a kid."


  "Only rock stars get famous," West said. "Not people who play violins."


  Riley flicked some bark at him. "There are famous violin players. I've seen their CDs in the store. I'm going to play for presidents and kings and people will swoon at my feet because my music is so divine." He handed West the pocketknife. "And you'll draw me. They'll pay you thousands of dollars to draw me like only you can."


  West blushed and muttered, "I'm not going to be famous," as he started his own initials, and he was flattered that Riley thought it might happen.


  ****


  Now West was twenty-five. He wasn't famous, but even worse— he'd never really wanted to be famous, anyway, that was Riley's daydream— he hadn't had a good conversation with Riley since their sophomore year of college. He hadn't had a conversation with Riley at all aside from the occasional "Hey, buddy!" email, and the last one had been over a year ago. Now Riley was back in Seattle and West didn't know what to do about it except smile when Riley came into the coffee shop and waved to him before getting in line to get his coffee.


  West exhaled, told himself it would be two friends catching up, and managed to keep the smile going until Riley was sitting at the table across from him.


  "You start," said West. "Why did you come back to Seattle?"


  "Just got hired by the Seattle symphony," Riley said. "Second violin. It's not a prestigious position or anything, but it's a beginning."


  "It's still pretty amazing," said West. "A symphony— that's fantastic."


  Riley smiled and looked at West through his lashes. "What about you? What are you doing home?"


  "Getting my master's degree in psychology."


  That got a cocked head and narrowed eyes again. "Didn't you major in art? I always thought you'd go into art."


  "Majored in art and minored in psychology," said West. "And now I'm studying art therapy. I'm using my talents to take care of people."


  "You always were good at that," Riley said, and they looked at each other for a long moment before they both looked away. West sipped his coffee, remembering afternoons in the welcoming branches of the oak tree or Father Jackson's kitchen, doing homework, talking about life, drawing and making music while Riley put off going home for as long as possible.


  He remembered the night he woke to pebbles plinking against his window, and when he opened the window Riley was underneath, bleeding from his nose and his eyes enormous and desperate. "Westie," he said, and West said, "Come around to the kitchen door," without asking any more questions. His parents were still awake. They both started up at the sight of the bleeding boy in their kitchen, but they didn't ask questions either. West's mom cleaned Riley's face and gave him a package of frozen vegetables to hold to his swollen nose, while West's dad made a phone call that was angry but controlled. West's mom made the top bunk in West's bedroom and gave Riley some spare pajamas from West's older brother.


  "Riley," West had said, lying awake in his room after an hour or more of listening to Riley try not to cry. "Why do you keep going back?"


  Riley took a long time to answer. "Because he's all I have."


  In the morning West's mom and dad both talked to Riley, and Father Jackson came too, but Riley said no, no, he'd be okay. He was going home.


  When they were sixteen, West was still slim and slight, but Riley had reached his full height and had begun to grow broad. He didn't say what happened and West didn't ask, but he stopped coming to school with bruises and blood. Still, there were two or three nights a week when he slept in West's room, and his parents made sure Riley knew he was welcome on Christmas Day and Thanksgiving and any other time when being home was unbearable.


  "Where are you living now?" West said out loud as he put the coffee cup down.


  "A little dump near Washington State U.," said Riley with a shrug. "It's not much but the rent's cheap. How about you?"


  "I've got a place in Queen Anne."


  "Oo, nice," Riley remarked.


  "It's really too much for a grad student. I had a roommate until two weeks ago, but then he got married and moved out. She's an awesome girl and I'm really happy for them, but the rent is suddenly a lot steeper than it used to be."


  "Why didn't you find a new roommate before he moved out?"


  West sipped his coffee. "I didn't want to," he admitted. "Everybody who answered my ad had something wrong with them. Too fussy, too weird— yes, you can be too weird even in Seattle— or they didn't like the fact that I'm gay—"


  "I wouldn't live with somebody like that either," Riley growled, and West smiled at him.


  "Always my champion," he said. "Anyway. I haven't found the right person yet, and believe me, I've dated guys with less vetting."


  "The exchange student." Riley smirked.


  "I still don't believe that was all a big misunderstanding." They both laughed— Sven had been big and blond and West had been utterly taken with him, and Sven had seemed equally taken with West through kisses and hand-holding and dancing, until suddenly he wasn't— and West said impulsively, "Move in with me."


  "What?" said Riley, his smile lurking at the corner of his mouth like he wasn't sure how seriously he should take this.


  "Live with me." He swallowed. "I mean, we have before, more or less, and we know each other's habits and preferences, and we get along..."


  "That was years ago. We were kids."


  "Have I changed that much?" West said, and Riley looked at him through his lashes again.


  "You're all grown up now," Riley said, "but no, you're not that different." He toyed with his coffee cup. "Am I?"


  "No," said West. "You're not that different." Riley was solid, broad-shouldered, and rakish with his morning stubble still dark along his jaw. West felt waifish alongside him. "Think about it, anyway. I imagine the rent would be about the same as what you're paying now, it's a nice part of the city and you'd be about the same distance to the symphony."


  "Could I see the place?"


  West leapt on it at once. "Of course! Are you busy this afternoon?"


  "Actually," Riley said, "I need to get to rehearsal. But I'll come by soon. Maybe Saturday?"


  "Saturday's great." He watched Riley pick up the coffee cup— cardboard with a holder, not one of the white china ones from the bar or even one of the many quirky cups used by regulars— and zip up his sweatshirt. "Give me a call— oh, here." West wrote his name, phone numbers and the address of the apartment on a blank page from his sketchbook and tore it out. "Give me a call," he repeated, smiling as he held it out to Riley.


  Riley took it, a nostalgic look in his eyes. "You and your sketchbook." He paused and added, "It's really good to see you again, Westie."


  No one had called him that in years. "It's good to see you again, too." He watched Riley go, and then let out his breath and had some more coffee.


  ****


  Riley didn't come home over winter break their freshman year, and stayed with West and his family that first summer vacation. Their second winter break, West flew out to see him in Ohio for New Year's Eve and stayed with him in his little dorm room.


  "The dorm is mostly music majors," Riley had told West happily when he got accepted to Bowling Green with a tidy pile of scholarships to pay for it. "We're by the main music building and there are practice rooms right in the dorm." He'd lost none of his enthusiasm for it even in his second year, while West was starting to feel worn out from living in Lost Angeles and being so far from home. There were so many good schools in Seattle, even if they weren't ranked for their arts programs, maybe he should have gone to one of them ...


  He and Riley were talking about this the night before New Year's as they lay in his narrow bed (his roommate's bed was West's while he was visiting) and it felt like old times, like when they would lie in the bottom bunk at West's house and talk until they both fell asleep. He looked at Riley, as gorgeous as ever and happier than West could remember seeing him, and moved without thinking to place a kiss on those familiar lips.


  It went on longer than he expected, longer than he'd ever dreamed, and Riley's lips stayed soft and even opened. It went on until Riley placed a hand on West's chest and said, "Dude, " in a quietly reproachful way, and West said, "Right, yes," and moved to the other bed. Riley had always been okay with putting an arm around him— had even kissed his cheek once in the tree— but they'd never done anything more and he still went out with the girls who flocked to him every Saturday night.


  The next night, at the New Year's Eve party thrown by the music students, West spent most of the night talking to a boy with green painted fingernails and dyed black hair who painted West's nails while they talked, and Riley spent most of the night dancing with a girl with long red hair and earrings all the way up both ears. At midnight, West kissed the boy and Riley kissed the girl and West thought nothing had really changed.


  That summer Riley stayed in Ohio with a friend from the music program, saying it was cheaper than traveling back and forth, and by the time he and West graduated he hadn't been to Seattle for years.


  ****


  West finished his coffee slowly and when he was done, went home to study. He had notes to write up and case studies to read. His favorite place to do this was a corner window that looked over the street, and when he looked up from his laptop sometimes he could see neighborhood kids playing or people working in their yards. His parents had wanted him to move home to save money, but he'd already agreed to room with one of his friends from undergrad and once they found this building they both had fallen entirely in love. At least the newlyweds' new apartment was only a block away and West had a standing invitation to come by any time.


  It was hard to focus. West's mind kept wandering to Riley, their adolescence together, that kiss. They had gathered people to them throughout high school who ignored the Jesse Snyders of the world and found they could connect to each other. West had fallen in love once or twice. Riley had flitted from girl to girl, the kind of behavior he'd continued through college and, West assumed, the two years since graduation. No matter how many other friends they might have, though, no matter who they went out with on Saturday nights, they always came back to each other. The top bunk in West's room was Riley's, and they still did homework in the oak tree or at Father Jackson's table.


  One night when they were fourteen Riley had brought a bundle to West's house, and they sat on the floor of West's room as Riley carefully unwrapped the blanket he'd used to cushion this precious object: an instrument case, which he opened to reveal a honey-colored violin. "It was my mom's," Riley said, and West didn't know what to say because Riley never talked about his mom.


  "Play for me?" was what first came to mind. It must have been the right thing to say, because Riley beamed, took the violin out of its case and played for him, the bow sliding across the strings to coax out notes that were so sweet it made West's throat ache. West didn't know what was more beautiful, the music or the bliss on Riley's face.


  ****


  West was with a patient on Friday when his phone vibrated, and once the appointment was done he checked the message. It was Riley, wanting to know if they were still on for Saturday. West called him back at once, standing in the hallway outside the student counseling department. "Riley, it's me. Sure, we're on. What time do you want to come?"


  "Is morning okay? We've got a performance tomorrow night. Hey, would you want to come to that?"


  "Yes and yes," said West with a laugh. "I'm usually up by eight. Come by any time after that. When's the performance?"


  "It starts at seven. I'll tell you more tomorrow, I need to get back."


  "Good lu— wait, do you say 'break a leg' to a musician?"


  "No!" Riley exclaimed, horrified, and West giggled as he hung up. He spent Friday night straightening up the place and making sugar cookies so it would smell good, and on Saturday morning woke up earlier than usual because he was so excited.


  His doorbell rang at nine. Riley looked sleepy as he slouched in the doorway, solid and handsome in his T-shirt and jeans and denim jacket, his dark hair falling over his lively eyes. "Sorry," he said, yawning. "Up late."


  "No problem," said West. "Come on in. I made coffee."


  "And cookies," said Riley, sniffing the air. "Or your mom did. It smells like your mom's."


  "My mom's recipe," said West. "It's the orange zest in the dough."


  "Awesome," said Riley as he went to the table where West had arranged the cookies on a plate. "I haven't had breakfast." He picked up one and looked around. "Nice."


  "Yeah," said West, though he felt "nice" was only the beginning. The apartment wasn't big, but the floors were hardwood, the windows were tall, the kitchen was gleaming and there were potted plants in the bathroom to take advantage of the humidity. "This would be your room," he said, opening the door to the unclaimed room, and Riley smiled again as he looked around. The view from the back wasn't as pretty as from the front, but at least they were looking at other people's back yards instead of a grungy alley. West said, "You know how Father Jackson was always going on about safe places? The minute I walked in here I knew this was a safe place. Everything about it said it was home. I walked in here and I— I could breathe."


  "It's got a good atmosphere," Riley said. He hesitated. "Westie—"


  "I'm seeing someone," West blurted. "If you're worried about me making a pass at you again, it's not going to happen. I mean, it wouldn't happen even if I weren't seeing anyone—"


  "Oh," said Riley, and then the smile came back. "It's okay. I wasn't even thinking about that."


  "Good," West said. "What do you think of the apartment?"


  "I love this place. I get what you mean, you walk in and you can just—" He exhaled, like words alone weren't enough. "I can be out of my lease by the first."


  "Excellent," West said. "Perfect. Do you want some coffee?"


  "I'm meeting someone for breakfast at ten," said Riley and looked at his watch. "I should be on my way. Lots to do today if I'm moving in two weeks." He started for the door, and said on the way out, "Hey, bring your boyfriend to the symphony tonight. I'll leave two tickets at the box office." He added with a wink, "Dress up," and let himself out.


  "Thanks," said West to the closed door and sighed. Once again, 'boyfriend' was too generous a term for the man he was seeing now, but Paul cleaned up well and would probably like the symphony, so West called him with the invitation. If Riley wanted proof that West was well and truly over him, seeing him with another man would probably do it.


  ****


  The audience was filing into the symphony hall and talking amongst themselves when West's phone buzzed with a text message from Riley: Just checkin on u.


  We're here, West typed. Row 10, middle. He sent the message, and then sent another: Next time I'll bring roses.


  LOL u better, Riley responded. West was smiling as he put his phone away.


  It was a Mostly Mozart type of evening, and West recognized a few of the other names on the program. Riley was easy to spot among the rest of the strings section, even though his tuxedo was exactly the same as theirs— West supposed it was because his eye was instantly drawn to a familiar face. It was probably the same familiarity that made him sigh whenever he saw Riley smile over the body of his violin, even though the other musicians looked solemn for most of the night.


  Paul whispered to him, "Which one's your friend?"


  "In the violins, third from the end," West whispered back.


  "Oh... the really cute one."


  "Yup," said West. "The really cute one." The true wonder about Riley, West thought, wasn't his musical abilities, even though it was pretty amazing that he could pick up any instrument and make it his own. No, the true wonder about Riley was that, despite bullying and abuse, Riley could still smile like that, with his deep dimples and dark, shining eyes. There was nothing false or practiced about it. Riley still smiled like Riley.


  At intermission, most of the musicians came out to the lobby. Riley found West quickly and hugged him, one arm around his shoulders. "I'm so glad you came!"


  "Me too," West said and hugged him back. "I haven't been to the symphony since the last time my parents dragged me to it." Paul smiled expectantly, and West said, "Paul, this is Riley, my friend from way back."


  They shook hands, Riley taking his arm from West's shoulders, and Paul said, "How long ago was way back?"


  "First day of junior high," Riley said. "Fourteen years, almost."


  "We were kind of inseparable then," West added.


  "I slept at his house whenever things weren't so good at home," Riley said. "Which was a lot."


  "And he chased off bullies for me."


  "I was happy to do it," Riley said, looking at West, and West hoped he wasn't blushing. "Hey," Riley said abruptly, "how's your neck?"


  "It's a little sore." West rubbed the back of his neck. "But it's nothing I can't handle. Aspirin is keeping it under control." He explained to Paul, "I got rear-ended the other day. Riley was in the car in front of me."


  "You didn't tell me that," Paul said.


  "It was nothing, really. My car's fine and my neck will heal."


  "Westie barely bumped me," said Riley, sounding proud. "I'm glad you're feeling okay." Riley hugged West again, more gently than before, and shook Paul's hand. "I need to say hello to a few other people. I'm really glad you came." They all said good night and West watched Riley move on through the crowd, charming everyone with his smile.


  Paul was quiet when they went back to their seats, and though he applauded like everyone else he didn't seem to pay much attention to the music. He went home with West after the performance, and after they had kissed some West pulled away.


  "Sorry," he said. "I hurt more than I realized."


  Paul gently rubbed the back of his neck and West closed his eyes. "Does this help?"


  "A little," West said, though it felt more like pinching than relief. He closed his eyes and relaxed against Paul's body. "Thanks."


  Paul said, "You and Riley— you were pretty close as kids."


  "I suppose so."


  "You've still got a thing for him," Paul said and West opened his eyes.


  "Every gay man I know has a story like that. The beautiful best friend they can never quite let go."


  "Most of us don't get a second chance." Paul removed his hand and kissed West's forehead. "I'll see you around."


  "It's not a second chance," West said but Paul had already shut the door.


  ****


  Riley moved in on the first of the month, and West alternated between being overjoyed with having his old friend close by again and wondering what the hell he'd gotten himself into. Riley wasn't hard to live with— he was as easy-going as ever, as funny and as comfortable, so it wasn't like living with a stranger. The familiarity itself was the problem. Riley thought nothing of stretching behind West to get something down from a shelf while West was preparing dinner, or letting their feet tangle together when they were both reading on the couch, and he was in the apartment only two days before he knocked on West's door and said, "Hey, have you got a few minutes?" before lying down on the bed with West so they could talk. He wanted to know about Paul, how they'd met and how long they'd been dating, and if West thought it was a good idea to pursue one of the flautists in the symphony or if dating a co-worker was as bad an idea as everyone said.


  "Bad idea," said West, and told himself he'd say the same thing to anyone.


  It was hard not to touch him when Riley was so easy with his own hands, but West was certain that the ease would disappear if Riley thought for a moment that West was being anything other than friendly. To keep his mind off of Riley, he studied, he worked, he carried on as he always had, and if a man caught his eye he'd ask for his number, like always.


  "Do you ever think about settling down?" Riley asked him when they'd lived together for two months.


  "No, do you?" West said, not looking up from his textbook. Riley was reclining on the couch, a book open on his knees, his lanky body taking up most of the room and his feet pressed against West's thigh. Riley wasn't exactly a monk, either. He had a date nearly every night he didn't have a performance, and most of those nights, too. West knew there were women who were happy to be under his arm during intermissions and come back with him to the apartment no matter how late it was when that night's performance ended.


  "Sometimes," said Riley and that made West look up. Riley smiled at him. "Isn't that the point of dating? Finding that person who'll always feel like home?"


  West looked down at his book again, a lump in his throat. "It depends on what you want," he said softly. "If you want variety and excitement or if you want safety and routine."


  "You don't think safety and excitement go together?"


  "Rarely," West said and got up from the couch. "I'm hungry. Do you want anything?"


  "If you make popcorn I'll eat some," Riley said and went back to his book.


  West made popcorn. Riley ate most of it; his feet pressed once more against West's thigh.


  ****


  Riley liked to text. His phone was constantly buzzing with people responding to him, and he would often chortle to himself as he read them and typed his replies. At first West thought it was ridiculous— why not talk like a normal person?— but then Riley texted him from the living room, and then started texting him during the work day, and then while West was out with a new guy, and it wasn't annoying. It was something to look forward to. West waited to respond between patients and classes and Riley always sent something worth reading, even if all West could say in response was a smile.


  Riley texted West sometimes when he was out with a girl, too. Usually it was along the lines of "Bored, distract me," so West told him stories or jokes he'd heard from his classmates or patients. He suspected it was Riley's way of ending a bad date early, particularly when Riley came home before midnight— before ten p.m. once, and shrugged when West asked how it went. "Move over," he said, so West moved his feet and Riley took the rest of the couch.


  West hesitated, then began to pet Riley's hair. "What was wrong with this one?"


  "Nothing, probably. I'm sure she'll make some accountant or geography teacher very happy."


  West tugged on a curl of Riley's hair and Riley grinned at him. "Be nice."


  "I'm very nice. Everybody says so." He rubbed the callus on his neck left by the violin. He had more on his fingertips from the strings. Music left its mark on him, like the pencil left a callus on the second finger of West's right hand. "It's— I mean, she's pretty, she's smart, she's the kind of girl everybody is looking for, right? If you're looking for a girl, anyway."


  "So what was wrong with her?" He sank his fingers deep into Riley's hair to massage his scalp.


  "I don't know. I wanted to be with you."


  West didn't say anything. Couldn't. It was all he could do to keep the rhythm of his fingers steady.


  "Anyway," sighed Riley, "here I am, watching bad TV with you on a Saturday night. What are you reading?"


  "The latest issue of Emotion."


  "Sounds riveting," said Riley and got comfortable against West's legs. "Read to me."


  "We're watching bad TV."


  "I can do both at once if you can."


  "I can," said West and began to read.


  ****


  No one, thought West, would blame him for being confused. Riley liked women. He'd always liked women. He'd liked women in high school, no matter how often he stood up for West, and he'd like women all through college. He still liked women, particularly the women who came to the symphony in their best dresses and tasteful jewels, the kind who drank champagne and appreciated culture.


  There was little time for socializing that spring. The symphony had a performance almost every night, and even the occasional afternoon program with a most casual atmosphere. West went to as many as he could, squeezing them between classes, studying for his therapist's license and patient appointments, and Riley was as pleased to see him as he had been the first time.


  He said once, "If you're missing something important I'll understand if you can't come."


  "I'm not missing anything important," West assured him. "I forgot the roses again, though."


  Riley smiled at that— not one of his big grins this time, but something small and sweet and even touched. "Next time, maybe." He hugged West in his usual way, kissed his temple and went back to the orchestra.


  No, thought West, no one would blame him for being confused. Anybody else in his position would be the same.


  ****


  The frequent rains of Seattle were mostly gentle that spring, but sometimes a storm came in from the Pacific, bringing cold rain along with the thunder and lightning. West liked these storms— he liked to crack open his bedroom window to let in the sound and the scent, and slept soundly no matter how loud the thunder crashed.


  Riley didn't. He would curl himself up in the middle of his bed, cocooned in his blankets, sometimes with the light on. When they were kids West blamed it on Riley's not liking loud noises in general, but now that they were older he suspected it was something more.


  He woke up during one of these storms and went to the kitchen for some water. On his way back to his bedroom he noticed that the light was on again in Riley's room. Normally he left Riley alone on these nights since there was nothing he could do, but tonight he knocked softly on the door. "Riley? Are you okay?"


  "Come on in," said Riley, so West opened the door. Riley sat on his bed, arms wrapped around his knees, and though he smiled at West like usual it was strained and small. "What are you doing awake?"


  "Thirsty." He held up his glass, and then came to sit on the edge of Riley's bed. "Do you want to talk?"


  Riley stared out the window. "I hate the rain."


  West cocked his head. "You live in Seattle."


  "I know. It's the only thing I hate about this place." He looked at West. "Have I ever told you how my mom died?"


  "No," West said. He tucked his feet under Riley's blankets.


  "We ran out of beer," said Riley with that strained smile again. "My dad was fussing about it so my mom said, fine, she'd go get him some, and took the car to get it and never came home." West reached out to rub Riley's knee, and Riley said, "Stupid, isn't it? Stormy night, my mom was upset, one twisty road, and that was all it took."


  "Why didn't you tell me before?" asked West softly.


  "I hate it when people pity me. Poor, motherless boy... I hate that."


  West said, still soft, "I only ever wanted to help you."


  "I know that now," said Riley, and flinched when the thunder clapped loud enough to rattle the old windows in their panes. West moved closer so he could wrap an arm around Riley's shoulders and Riley pressed his face against West's neck.


  "Tell me more about her," said West. "Tell me about your mom."


  Riley began to speak, haltingly and softly, about her singing and dancing with him and playing her violin, teaching him to play piano when he was big enough to reach the keyboard and violin when he'd mastered reading music, how she had filled the house with music to drown out the yelling.


  By the time he fell silent, the storm had subdued somewhat. Riley breathed more easily, and West rubbed his back and watched the rain run down the windows.


  "West," Riley said, and West's hand paused. "Do you remember when we were kids, and we'd fall asleep in the same bed all the time?"


  "I remember."


  "I miss that."


  "Then I'll stay," West said and turned off the light. He got under the bedding with Riley, and stared at the ceiling while he listened to Riley breathe. He could feel the distance between them like a canyon.


  He closed his eyes when Riley laid his head on West's shoulder. Suddenly it was hard to breathe, or to restrain the flinch when Riley moved his hand to lay it on West's chest.


  "Westie?" Riley said and West could feel the soft exhale of his name before there were lips on his, soft as he remembered, so longed-for that West's fingers curled in Riley's dark hair before he could stop them.


  It took a moment for him to gather himself enough to push Riley away. "No," he said even though Riley looked dismayed and confused. "You don't— you can't— you're not allowed to do that, Riley!"


  "I'm what?"


  West got out of bed, needing the distance between them. "That time I visited you at school, remember? I kissed you and you stopped me and I've respected that! Even when you stopped talking to me I respected that!"


  "West," Riley said.


  "But you come here and you cuddle me and you hug me and you touch me like it's nothing, like I'm another one of those women you flirt with! I live with you, Riley! We're friends!"


  "Are we?" Riley said quietly and West stopped ranting to stare at him. "You keep your distance like we're strangers. Every time I think you're warming up to me again you pull back. I thought I knew what you want from me but I don't and it's making me crazy."


  "And your solution is to kiss me."


  "It usually helps to break the ice."


  "Break the ice," West repeated. "Break the ice." He left the room so he didn't have to listen to any more, slamming the door behind him. Break the ice! Like he meant nothing, like he was a conquest, like he had no choice except to keep his distance!


  His bed, rumpled as it was, presented no sanctuary. West pulled on the first sweatshirt he grabbed as well as the first pair of boots he saw, grabbed his keys and went out into the night.


  When he was a kid he had gone to St. Francis's church, to Father Jackson's, every time he felt restless and angry, to climb the tree and sit in its top branches above the noise and hassle and pain of his everyday life. Even as a student he had sought out places on campus where he could do something like that, a staircase or tower or even a hillside where he could be away from it all. He'd always liked mountains for the same reason. They carried him away.


  He hadn't needed to do so for years, but tonight he was frantic with the need to climb, and it was no real surprise that his feet brought him to the old neighborhood where his parents still lived, and the little church with its pretty garden and the kind-faced statue. The oak tree stood by the rectory, its sturdy branches still spread protectively over the roof, though they all creaked in the stiff wind.


  Fearless, West caught hold of the lowest branch he could reach— much higher than the one he used to climb when he was twelve— and swung himself up. The bark was slippery from the rain, and West had to clutch with his fingernails and dig in with his feet, until he reached the broad branch that had been his seat and desk for so many years. He'd never climbed it in such a storm, though, and the swaying of the tree made his stomach churn.


  Or maybe it was grief that made him wrap his arms around the trunk and squeeze his eyes shut. He supposed Riley would move out, and since most of the friends they had in common had moved away and Riley hadn't kept in touch with West's parents, they wouldn't see each other except by accident.


  He placed a hand on the trunk to balance himself, and felt bare wood where the bark had been stripped away and then begun to regrow. Their initials were still there, not overgrown yet, RC and WC, inseparable.


  He didn't know how long he was in the tree when a car splashed down the street, its headlights sweeping over the church. It pulled to a stop in front of the church and the driver got out, the headlights still on. The driver walked into the garden and peered up into the tree. "Westie? Are you up there? I know you're up there. This is where you always came when things went bad. Come down, West."


  Riley. He'd know that voice anywhere. West climbed down, jumping from the last branch, and when he straightened up Riley was smiling at him sadly.


  "I came back to Seattle for you," he said. "I missed you. When you stopped answering my emails and stopped calling me I thought, okay, if he doesn't want to see me I won't bother him— but then I missed you. Don't you get it, West?" he said, his voice breaking. "I had to come back to you."


  "I don't know," West said. "I don't know how to make this work— I don't even know what this is."


  "I do," Riley said. "I want to live with you. I want to kiss you whenever I feel like and whenever you feel like kissing me. I want to feed you and play music for you and— and— be with you."


  West shivered. He blamed it on the rain dripping down his neck. "I don't know, Riley."


  Riley closed the space between them and wrapped his hands in West's sweatshirt. "May I kiss you?"


  West whispered, "Yes, yes," and Riley kissed him, warm and urgent and loving.


  As good as those first soft kisses had felt, this felt even better: tender and hungry at once, purposeful. It was a kiss with intent, as if Riley meant to convey what he felt and wanted for himself and imagined for the two of them. It said I want you, it said I'm yours, it might have even said I love you but West thought that might just be his own desire talking. It left West breathless and trembling, as dazed as his first kiss ever. It was what West had been longing for, dreaming about, what he'd wanted when he was twelve and didn't really know what desire meant, what he'd wanted from that hesitant first kiss six years ago and what he'd wanted tonight in Riley's bed. Riley's hands in his hair and tongue in his mouth, the soft movement of lips and the rising feeling of desire and excitement that made his heart pound in his chest.


  It was one hell of a kiss.


  They were both giggling when they parted. "We're making out in front of a church," West whispered and rested his forehead on Riley's shoulder.


  Riley stroked his hair. "In front of St. Francis, too." He cupped West's face in his hands and kissed him again. West swayed closer, not wanting to be any farther away from Riley than he had to be. "You're soaked, Westie. Let's go home."


  West nodded, glad he didn't have to drive. He wasn't sure he could focus on anything but Riley long enough to get them home safely. "Take me home."


  ****


  Back in the apartment, Riley ordered West into a hot shower and to take some zinc. Riley's caretaker streak made West smile, so he took the lozenge without complaint, peeled off his wet clothes and tossed them into the washer, then padded to the bathroom and started the shower running. The hot water warmed and relaxed him, and he stood under the spray with his head tilted back until Riley knocked on the door.


  "Westie? You okay in there?"


  "Dozing off," West admitted and quickly scrubbed himself from his leafy hair to his no-longer cold toes. When he got out of the shower he had to smile again— Riley had laid out a bathrobe and thick socks for him, along with his usual PJs of a T-shirt and flannel sleep pants.


  "You're really determined to look after me," he remarked when he came to the kitchen, fully dressed as Riley had prescribed, a towel in hand to dry his hair.


  "Of course," said Riley with a nod. He pointed to the mugs on the table. "I made hot cocoa. We don't have any marshmallows, though."


  "Thanks." West sat at the table and wrapped his hands around the hot ceramic mug. They both leaned against the counter and sipped, sneaking looks at each other.


  Riley was the first to put his mug down. "Okay. Cards on the table. When you kissed me that time at Bowling Green, I didn't stop you because I didn't want you to kiss me. I stopped you because you were dating someone."


  "I was dating a couple someones," said West. "I haven't had very many committed relationships."


  "I guess I should have said something."


  "It would have helped. You've always dated girls."


  "That you knew about." West raised his eyebrows and Riley shrugged. "I've experimented some. Musicians, dude. Up for anything."


  West chuckled, his hands wrapped around the warm mug.


  "I didn't figure it out as young as you did," Riley said. "Being bi's hard. You're always questioning yourself and everybody's always questioning you, like you have to be either-or. But I did figure it out, I got to know me, and I'm satisfied with that. I like women, I like men, and I really like you. Anybody who thinks that isn't real can go fuck themselves."


  West chuckled again, and then took a deep breath. "Cards on the table. I've loved you forever."


  Riley inhaled audibly.


  "I thought if I said so, I'd lose you, and I wanted to be your friend more than I wanted anything else. I always thought I'd get over you if I found the right guy, but I've never found the right guy." He looked at Riley finally. "There's no getting over you, Riley Cooper."


  Riley smiled, his beautiful smile, West's favorite of his smiles. "I know I should let you sleep tonight. I know you've got work and classes tomorrow. But I don't want to not be near you tonight, you know?"


  West's breath caught. "I know."


  "I kind of feel like if I don't touch you soon I'm going to go crazy," Riley confessed and snuck a look at him again. West held out his hand and Riley took it. His skin was hot from holding the mug and his hand trembled a little, and Riley inhaled sharply when West ran a thumb over the inside of his wrist.


  "I think," West said slowly, "I can miss a few more hours of sleep if you can."


  "Yeah," Riley breathed, "I can do that," and his fingers clutched West's bathrobe and hauled him close, and he kissed West like he'd never have the chance again.


  "Your bed or mine?" Riley whispered and ran his teeth lightly over West's lower lip.


  West laughed. "Or kitchen table or the sofa or the piano bench or the floor?" He kissed Riley's neck. "I don't care. Anywhere. Everywhere. Just touch me."


  "Suddenly so easy to please," Riley observed and pushed off West's bathrobe. West held the counter behind him and found it was hard to breathe, hard to do anything that wasn't kissing Riley and enjoying the warmth of his hands as Riley touched him, nerves tingling at the roughness of his calloused fingertips.


  When he couldn't wait any longer he took hold of Riley's hips and turned him to the face the counter. Riley made a surprised, happy noise and looked at West over his shoulder, and West kissed him quickly before grabbing the hem of his T-shirt and yanking it up. Riley exhaled sharply again and West felt a shudder run down his body as West kissed down his spine.


  Riley's stomach fluttered as West pushed his hands under the waistband of Riley's sleep pants, and he clutched at the counter as West pushed them over his hips and down his long, sleek legs. He turned Riley again, holding his hips, and Riley's eyes were dark and enormous as he looked at West with hunger and impatience.


  West had tried not to look at him, even when he practiced his violin while wearing nothing but boxer shorts, but he could look now. And look he did, at the breadth of Riley's chest, his strong hands and forearms, his smooth skin, the treble clef tattoo on his hip, his long legs, his cock that was already stiffening under West's gaze.


  "West," Riley growled. West deliberately licked his lips, loving the way it made Riley's skin flush deeper.


  Riley caught West's face in his hands and kissed him, and he made a bereft noise when West stepped back. West yanked off his bathrobe and the pajamas he'd been bundled into, barely naked before Riley grabbed him again and kissed him, even harder and more demanding than before.


  West dragged Riley to the table but Riley said, "Dude, no, we eat here," which made West laugh. He dragged Riley out of the kitchen instead, while Riley laughed with delight and kissed him as much as he could. Riley's room was closest but West's had the lube and condoms, so West brought him there and pushed him onto the bed. Riley was still laughing as he went down, and his eyes were hot and dark as he lounged on the dark red sheets and looked up at West.


  West knelt on the bed. "I have been fantasizing about you on these sheets for weeks." He lowered himself onto Riley's body and kissed him. He felt Riley laugh, felt Riley's calloused fingertips sweep over his back.


  "Tell me more," Riley muttered against his lips. "Tell me more about what you want."


  "I want," said West, "to kiss every inch of your body. I want to lick your tattoo. I want to suck you off while you play your violin."


  Riley laughed again. "I don't know if I have that much control."


  "That'll be the fun of it, won't it?" He looked down at Riley's happy face and smiling mouth, and wondered if Riley looked like this with all of his lovers or if this was due just to him. He pushed that thought away and kissed him again, one thigh between Riley's to gently rub against his cock.


  "Westie," Riley gasped, "I love this slow seduction thing you've got going but I swear if you don't fuck me soon I'm going to lose my mind."


  West laughed, his mouth against Riley's throat. "Right. No problem. Slow later." He nipped Riley's collar bone and got out condoms and lube from their box under the bed. Riley threw open his legs, hands wrapped around his thighs, and West kissed his stomach before he pushed in the first bit of lubricant. Riley moaned a soft, drawn-out, "Oh," and West kissed him, fingers stroking steadily, until Riley relaxed.


  He thought he might come from the look on Riley's face as he unrolled the condom, and he had to pause and close his eyes, exhale and steady himself, before he knelt between Riley's legs. Riley pushed a hand into his hair and gently rubbed the back of his head. "Y'okay, babe?" he said softly and West nodded and kissed the inside of his wrist.


  "I'm good," he said, "I'm so good," and then he pushed into Riley's tight, slick body and Riley cried out, his fingers digging into West's back. West stroked his face and kissed him. "Relax, Riley. Breathe."


  Riley breathed slowly, his eyelids as heavy as if he were drugged, and then he tightened his thighs on West's hips and smiled up at him. "Okay. Keep going."


  West kissed him and resumed the careful slide, until he felt Riley relax enough for him to thrust. It felt like heaven inside him, tight and slick. Riley pushed up his hips to take West deeper and hooked his feet behind West's knees, and when they kissed his tongue was hot and eager. Riley looked as blissful as when he played his violin, and his calloused fingers traced over West's back and sides and face like West was a new instrument he was eager to learn.


  "West, Westie," he gasped as he threw an arm over his head to grasp a pillow. West slid his hand up Riley's arm to rest their palms together. Riley's hand clasped his, interwove their fingers, and clutched West's hand tight. His body and fingers tensed, and his neck arched as he shouted. West clung to his hand as they moved together faster, and Riley's fingers squeezed his hard when West's hips snapped, frantic for a few last seconds of pleasure before the tension in his body finally released.


  Riley's face was so lovely as they moved together languidly, riding out the aftershocks, his eyes shining and soft and his lips swollen, the color deep in his cheeks. West kissed his mouth and rubbed their noses together, and stroked Riley's wrist with his thumb. Riley's fingers curled into West's hair and coaxed West's head to his chest, where West could hear his heart beating.


  ****


  Despite the tall latte with an extra shot he picked up on the way to school, West stumbled through classes the next day. "Burning the midnight oil, were you?" one of his friends asked, and West managed to smile and nod instead of shout, "I'm in love with the man of my dreams!"


  He was happy, despite his weariness, his body satisfied and his mind content, but there was something that still troubled him. Riley hadn't said he loved West in return. West went over the night in his head, and while Riley had said a lot, love hadn't come up again.


  Well, Riley didn't talk about his feelings much on a regular day. West could hardly expect something as big as love to be easy for him.


  As he trudged up the stairs to the apartment, he realized he could smell bread baking all the way in the staircase. He ran the rest of the way up the stairs and burst into the apartment, and Riley, reading on the couch, put the book aside.


  "Welcome home, babe."


  "Hi," said West, feeling warm at the "babe." "You made bread."


  "I made soup, too. Are you hungry?"


  "Very."


  "Good. It'll be ready in about fifteen minutes. Join me?"


  West let his backpack slide to the floor and lay on the couch at Riley's side. Riley wound an arm around his neck and kissed his hair, and then picked up his book again. West lay there, feeling Riley breathe, and then turned back his head to gently kiss Riley under his chin.


  "I guess you had a quiet day."


  "Quartet rehearsal this morning, but our next performance isn't until Sunday. So yeah, I've been lazy. I've puttered. Did the shopping, cooked for my man." He hugged West close again.


  West put his hand on Riley's chest. "I need to know something."


  "Anything you want."


  West inhaled. "I need to know I'm not another experiment."


  Riley put the book down. "What?"


  "You said you experimented, and I need to know I'm not another experiment."


  "West," Riley said. They both sat up, West feeling uncertain and small, and Riley took West's face in his hands. "Of course you're not an experiment. You're my best friend."


  "I need to know you're not going to change your mind in a week or a month or whatever. I need to know you're not going to decide men are only a phase."


  "Westie," said Riley, and the hurt in his eyes made West duck his head. "We've been together a day."


  "I know," West said miserably. "All of a sudden you want me too and it's just— you've never dated anybody for long. You always move on to someone new."


  Riley stroked his cheekbones. "It's not sudden. It's been building a long time. You just didn't notice."


  "I never wanted to push you."


  "Push me," said Riley. "Push me."


  West climbed onto him and kissed him heartily. "I love you," he said. "I love you, Riley."


  "I love you too," Riley said, laughing. "Silly Westie. Don't you know you're the only home I've got?"


  "I do now."


  They kissed, sloppily and happily, and in the kitchen the buzzer on the oven rang. "Bread," Riley whispered and kissed West a few more times before they untangled themselves so he could go to the kitchen. "I hope you realize how much I love you, too. It's not everybody that I bake for."


  "I realize," said West. He propped himself on his elbow to watch Riley go into the kitchen. Riley looked like he always did, jeans and sneakers and t-shirt, his hair careless, but he looked particularly wonderful today. West snagged his backpack from the floor and took out his sketchbook and a pencil, and drew Riley in a quick rough sketch as he stood at the oven.


  He'd never drawn Riley much, not even when they were young— he was too afraid of people seeing it, of them knowing that he wanted Riley or how much he looked at Riley's body. He could do things like this now. Riley would like it. He could draw Riley sleeping and playing his violin and laughing and no would think it was strange.


  ****


  Some of the musicians from the symphony got together to perform quartets or duets, and Riley had a performance with his quartet scheduled for Sunday afternoon. West had to push him out of bed to take a shower and put on a suit. He drove Riley to the symphony hall while Riley shaved with an electric razor.


  "I'll be back," he promised as he kissed Riley, and drove away from the symphony hall to run a quick errand and put on his good clothes, too.


  When he got back to the hall there were a few dozen people in the audience— normal for an occasion such as this, really— so West was able to take a seat near the front where the musicians could see him. He could see Riley scanning the audience when the musicians came out, anxiety creasing his eyes, and then he spotted West. Every line of his face relaxed.


  West stopped applauding with the rest of the audience and took his seat, and held his surprise on his knee where Riley would be sure to see it. Their eyes met as Riley positioned the violin under his chin, and Riley's face lit up when he saw that West had finally remembered the roses.


  THE END
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  WHERE THE LAND GOES ON FOREVER


  by S. A. McAuley
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  I'd dreamed of the Serengeti for years, the wind in the trees, the smell of the dust, the quiet. A place where animals still belong, and we are the visitors. I had a Jeep full of food, water purification gear and a solar charger for my laptop. Six months, and I'd have the data for my dissertation. And then I'd have to go back.


  First night in camp, I heard the lions prowling around, investigating the tires on the Jeep. Next morning, he was there, cooking a small pot of stew over a fire, dark skin warm as cocoa against the forest green of his uniform.


  ~ Sarah Black
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  WHERE THE LAND GOES ON FOREVER


  by S. A. McAuley


  If the sounds close to his tent were any indication, he'd arrived in the Serengeti just in time for the water buffaloes to give birth to inordinately large and spiky alien offspring. Fantastic. It wasn't the constant guttural lowing that did him in, but the sudden piercing shrieks which were too back-alley-horror-movie to possibly sleep through.


  Augie threw his arm over the side of the cot and fumbled for his iPod, satisfied he could track it down by sliding the headphone cord through his palm. His day pack was a snarl of cords—mini USB for his cell and Kindle, two solar chargers for his laptop and satellite phone, and headphones and ear buds (because they each had a distinct purpose). The sky was lightening, but it wasn't quite dawn yet. He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to force himself back to sleep, but the water buffalo bellowed again. He swore she was giving birth directly next to him in the tent. His patience—already frayed from jetlag and strained by disbelief that he'd actually made it onto the plane this time—snapped. "Fucking cows!"


  He knew they weren't biologically related to any cow, but he took a perverse sense of pleasure in comparing them to the usual pump-and-chop beasts which were inhumanely caged at his parents' meat factories in Montana. Ok, maybe he was starting to feel a little bad. Then he realized the water buffalo was no longer strangling itself and the land around his tent had gone unnaturally silent. Flames from the fire outside jumped into the air, crackled, and almost muffled a familiar chuckle. Almost. But there was no way Augie could mistake that sound.


  He was officially awake.


  He rolled off his cot and pulled on a pair of sweatpants and a fleece, leaving it purposefully unbuttoned. A gentle breeze ruffled through the tent windows and cut through the lingering humidity. When the Society had told him he would be staying in one of the park's tents, he had pictured sweltering his days away in a tiny vinyl structure held up by thin plastic poles that could easily be trampled by any animal larger than a cicada. If he'd been more awake last night when he arrived, the reality of his home for the next couple of months would have left him weeping in gratitude.


  The tent, if it could even be called that, was almost the size of his apartment back in Santa Barbara. The walls were a thick canvas, supported by sturdy wood poles around the four corners and in the center. There were windows that rolled up, screened to keep out the malaria-infested mosquitoes. A small table and chairs sat at the front of the tent, and as if it was the greatest invention since the breakfast burrito, there was (glory hallelujah!) a sink. He couldn't drink the water, but it would be enough to keep him cleaned up and sane on the hottest days.


  And it was going to be a warm day. February in the African plains was rainy and hot. Although slightly cooler, Santa Barbara wasn't that much different this time of year. Where he'd grown up in Montana would still be covered in feet of snow.


  He was flipping the tent flap open before he remembered he had wanted to make a dramatic entrance. At least he wanted to be less frantic than he felt—and probably looked—right now. But as soon as he was outside, he no longer cared about anything besides the man sitting back on his heels in front of the fire: six foot four, athletic, deceptively thin, and physically stronger than any other man he'd met. Smiling. Always that smile. He had an ear to ear grin that put shame to the phrase—that showcased his high, angular cheekbones and the sun-crinkled corners of his brown eyes. At twenty-five, his eyes looked wiser than they should have, yet they held no malice or sadness.


  Shon was Maasai, of the tribe which still resided in Tanzania in the Serengeti National Park. One of their fabled warriors, Shon had visited and lived in many other places besides Africa. Augie had met him in Germany, and yet Augie couldn't imagine him anywhere else. Augie's heart thudded and then forgot to beat for one long minute. He couldn't have visualized a more perfect moment in the eight months building up to this. The sky tinged gold and pink, a fine mist on the hills, footprints in the red dust where lions had investigated his arrival, a cool breeze skating over his skin raising goose bumps, this beautiful man stoking the fire... and those screeching water buffalo. Augie sighed. It was close enough.


  Shon wore the green uniform of the Serengeti park rangers, and the patch on his left shoulder identified him as a member of the elite Serengeti Rhino Protection Unit. Augie knew from a long-remembered touch that the uniform was cotton, but not the worn-in material he was used to. It was thicker, coarser, and the shade of green which said "authority figure" no matter where you were in the world. The lines of his pants were crisp, his shoes polished to a high shine, and his shirt was free of the red dust which seemed to cling to everything.


  Augie swallowed, very aware that how long he stayed in Tanzania depended on what happened right now. If Shon's smile was any indication, Augie was never going back to California. And yet they kept their distance, in matching guarded positions, studying each other. He knew seeing Shon for the first time since Germany would be complicated. There was no easy way to glaze over an eight month walk of shame. He had been ridden hard and was left bone-meltingly sated at the end of their summer fling, but afterwards there had been total radio silence. It was as if it was the 1800s and the Atlantic Ocean took months to cross instead of hours. He wished he'd had more time to prepare or at least more uninterrupted sleep so his sluggish brain had time to catch up.


  Despite the awkwardness, Augie couldn't resist the smile plastered across Shon's face. Augie grinned back and leaned against the tent pole, his hands in his pockets. He hoped he didn't look as teenage, high school crush as he felt. "Hey."


  Shon smiled wider if that was possible. "Hey." He motioned to a pot over the fire which definitely had not been there when Augie went to bed. "Breakfast?"


  Augie shook his head. There was an order to the morning, and he was nowhere near awake enough to eat. "Tea?"


  Shon lifted a cup next to the fire, Augie's favorite kind of green tea already steeping.


  "Of course." A blush crept up Augie's neck. It shocked him that Shon had remembered. They hadn't spoken since Germany when Shon had walked onto the plane bound for Tanzania with five black rhinos bred in captivity—the product of years of research and an ongoing partnership between the Society and the Serengeti National Park—making their way to their new home in the Tanzanian preserve. The number of black rhinos in Tanzania had fallen to dangerous levels. The repatriation project promised to turn the tide, their survival considered so important that the rhinos had their own security force. A security force now led by Shon. The pressure on Shon had to be unending and overwhelming. And yet he remembered Augie's favorite kind of tea.


  Augie couldn't get his head to agree to move his feet. It couldn't be this easy. Could it? Seconds passed, but neither seemed willing to give up ground. Shon's smile didn't fade; he just set the cup down next to him and went back to tending the fire and checking on the contents of the pot. He didn't seem fazed by what most would have considered a brush off.


  Steam lifted off the pot. Shon gave a subtle shudder as he spooned through the thick mixture, and Augie had to assume it was oatmeal. Shon blew on the spoon and took a careful bite. He hated oatmeal unless it was smothered in honey, dates, and almonds. It was the only way Augie could eat it now, too.


  Shon finally turned a questioning eye. "Why didn't you tell me you were coming?"


  His question was light, teasing, and it flustered Augie because he really should have had something better than an answer that was a total cop out. But he was stubbornly sticking to it. "I didn't know how to get a hold of you."


  Shon made a tsk tsk noise and shook his head. "You are a dissertation away from your doctorate at the precocious age of twenty-four. You developed a psychological regiment to prepare black rhinos for repatriation to the wild—a ground breaking method which has brought you international attention. You traveled all the way to Tanzania, procured one of the SRPU's coveted Land Rovers," he motioned to the large vehicle which Augie hadn't bothered to unpack completely when exhaustion overtook him the night before, "remembered to bring a sat phone and a laptop with a solar charger. You probably spent the night watching movies on your iPad. But you couldn't figure out a way to get a hold of me?"


  Augie knew Shon was teasing him and yet he felt the heat deepen in his cheeks. The realization that he was rapidly turning redder under Shon's scrutiny made him blush even more. He cursed that Shon's skin would never give him away like Augie's traitorous native Montana complexion did. He tried to look more casual and almost relaxed his way off the tent pole and onto the red dirt below. "Fair enough," he finally got out. At least he didn't sputter. "I didn't know if you'd want to hear from me. I mean it was only a week, less than that, really. Five days—"


  "Six nights," Shon interjected.


  "Ok, six nights," Augie chuckled. He hoped that meant Shon had been thinking about him, too. Augie knew down to the exact second when Shon had boarded the plane in Germany with those five rhinos. They'd spent each of the six nights before then fucking in positions which proved gravity was just a suggestion. He had tasted every part of Shon at least once, sampling some of his favorite places again and again. The memory was enough to get him painfully hard if he spent too much time exploring it. Luckily, the ill-timed bleat of a water buffalo smothered the urge.


  Shon didn't seem to notice. "What are you doing here?"


  The question should have been straight forward, but Shon hadn't put an emphasis on any of the words. Did he mean, what are you doing here? Or what are you doing here? Or what are you doing here? Augie shrugged. "Finishing my dissertation."


  Shon chuckled again. "Fair enough," he mimicked Augie's answer. He held out the tin cup of tea again.


  "How did you know I was here?"


  Shon stiffened. It was almost imperceptible. Augie wanted to kick himself for asking the question that way. Of course Shon would interpret it as an examination of his professionalism, even if it wasn't at all what Augie intended. Shon's answer was short, bristling, and a modicum of guilt was evident in his voice. "It's my business to know who comes and goes from the park."


  It had only been a month since poachers had left one of the repatriated rhinos dehorned and too far gone to save. Augie's heart broke for Shon. The man in front of him looked stoic, but the tug of his teeth on his lower lip betrayed the wheels working away in his head. What Augie had heard from his friends at the Society had been many times worse than what the media reported. The loss of that rhino had been crushing for the entire staff, more so for the SRPU and the team tracking the rhino that day. Augie had been too afraid to ask if Shon was part of the team. Now he was sure of it. He crossed the six feet between them, took the tea from Shon's hand and sat down on the ground next to him, leaving only inches between them. "I saw the pictures."


  Shon swallowed and looked back at the fire. "It was devastating."


  "I'm so sorry, Shon."


  He nodded. "Thank you. But it is I who should be apologizing. I failed my duty. I failed to protect those in my charge." He looked back at Augie, his eyes haunted with the surety of his guilt. "I failed you."


  "It's not that simple."


  "Ah, but it is. We let the poachers through."


  "You make it sound as if you welcomed them in."


  "The results are the same."


  "Shon..."


  "No, Augie. It's done." He waved his hand as if dismissing the thought. "It won't happen again."


  Augie knew better. There was a good possibility it would happen again; but it only took a week with Shon to understand what he meant. Shon spoke those words not as a dismissal of the reality he faced, but as an oath.


  "Ok." Augie sipped at the tea. It was bitter, much more so than the green tea back home, but Shon had cut the bitterness with what tasted like honey. He tilted his head toward the sound of water buffaloes in the distance. "So how long does that keep up?"


  "The moaning or the screeching?"


  "Both. Either. It's awful."


  "Never been here in February?"


  "Never been here before."


  Shon looked surprised. "I assumed, since you've been working with the black rhinos for years..."


  Augie shook his head. "I did my research in Germany at the Society in Frankfurt and my field studies in South Africa."


  Shon sat back on his heels. "It feels as if I should know more about you when in reality it is so little."


  "You know everything that matters, Shon."


  "Hardly," he scoffed.


  Shon took the pot off the fire and scooped oatmeal into two bowls which he drizzled with honey, dates, and almonds before passing it back to Augie. Augie accepted it with a smile. Shon seemed to be lost to his own world as they sat quietly and ate.


  Not all of their time together in Germany had been an insane sex romp. There were quiet moments like this, ones which tugged at Augie and made him think of more than he wanted to consider. A dinner at the hotel bar, two stools set close together, pints in hand, soccer on the TV. A coffee run during a session break, arms full of cardboard cups steaming in the chilled spring air. Wandering the streets of Frankfurt after dark, their bodies close, shoulders grazing, the hum of Shon's low chuckle reverberating next to him. Those were stolen moments, the memories which should have propelled him to Tanzania and to Shon much earlier.


  "So why are you here?" Augie finally got the courage to break the silence, making sure that he put an emphasis on here so Shon understood exactly what he was asking.


  "I have been assigned as your personal liaison."


  "That makes complete sense." Augie didn't bother to modulate his snarky response. "Because the captain of the SRPU, the leader of the new aerial task force, and all-around Maasai warrior badass is necessary for protecting a hot doctoral student from the States." Augie rolled his eyes to emphasize his sarcasm.


  Shon's lip twitched. "You are an emissary."


  Augie raised an eyebrow. "You didn't pull any strings to ensure you were the one with this detail?"


  "Perhaps."


  Augie chuckled, "You're going to follow me wherever I go?"


  "No. You will be accompanying me."


  "In the helicopter? You know that heights and I don't get along."


  "We'll have plenty of time to work on that. I'll take you out on the plane. Then the jeep or on foot. We use many modes to track the rhinos. You will have access to them starting this morning. I made sure to pack up one of the trackers before I headed out. You've also been given permission to request staff time, including the conservation officers, our scientists, and security, for however long you need."


  "I didn't come here just for my dissertation. Or for the Society." Augie kept his eyes locked on Shon. There he was again, stuck, too unsure to say the real reason out loud.


  Shon appeared not to notice Augie's hesitation. "I hoped as much. We need you to document the progress of the rhinos. My team is working a new contingency plan. The poachers are getting smarter, faster—"


  Augie set his hand on Shon's forearm, on his exposed dark skin, the sleeves of his uniform pushed to his elbows. The muscles in his arm tensed, stood out in relief against the unblemished, smooth skin. "That's not what I meant."


  Shon looked down at Augie's hand. "I know."


  Augie felt the heat of Shon at his fingertips, the coiled tension of his muscles in the palm of his hand. A shadow passed across Shon's face and hesitation gave way to a hitched breath before Shon met Augie's gaze. And yet Shon didn't move any closer. Augie wanted the look in Shon's eyes to be desire. Hoped that maybe the twenty-three hour plane ride hadn't been the most impetuous and asinine decision he'd ever made. In Germany, one touch like this, even as cordial and friendly as it appeared on the surface, had been enough for Shon to know that Augie's thoughts were straying south. Here in the Serengeti, it appeared to mean nothing.


  "Huh." Augie removed his hand and sat back in the dirt with an audible huff.


  Shon raised an eyebrow, his usual smile gone, lips drawn together in a line which tipped down enough at the edges to show he was displeased about something.


  Augie faltered, trying to pick up the thread of their work discussion, responding to a question Shon hadn't asked out loud. "Nothing. Just thinking that maybe I should put a call into my contacts in South Africa. That's where the poachers came from, right? I'm sure you've already made some calls as has your boss and the director of the Society, but the bureaucracy and posturing of it all can be a detriment to moving quickly—"


  Shon was on Augie before he knew what had happened. As soon as he accepted it was Shon's lips on his, Augie deepened the kiss. He slowed it, could have spent the rest of his life there—in front of a fire in the Serengeti, Shon's hand at the back of his neck pulling him closer, fingers tracing down his jaw line and along his collarbone. When they pulled apart, breathless, Shon rested his head against Augie's and spoke against Augie's lips, the tenor of his voice low, erotic, and soothing. "Do you really want to talk work, August? Please tell me I didn't call in favors for us to be coolly professional with each other." Shon kissed down Augie's jaw. He smelled of dust, the sweetness of savanna grass, and of morning. Who knew the scent of dew could be so similar halfway across the world? The cuffs of Shon's green uniform pants were still wet from the early morning rains. His hands were chilled, yet burning a path down Augie's skin. Shon cupped his chin and tipped his face up, studying, but not unsure. Augie wondered if Shon ever second-guessed himself. The twitch of Shon's lips was playful. "I would be sorely disappointed if it is. Please, Augie. Please tell me you missed me."


  Shon's mouth tipped up into just a crinkle of a smile and he bit his bottom lip. Right. As if Augie could deny anything when Shon looked at him like that. "I missed you, Shon."


  Shon nodded, an acknowledgment that was almost military in its precision, but the wide smile which followed was all Shon. "We have two hours for me to brief you before we meet up with the team, and," he looked at his watch, "we have used nearly thirty minutes of that talking bullshit and drinking tea. Any preference for how to spend the remainder of our time?" He crooked an eyebrow. His expression was unguarded, sunshine before the sun had thought to rise.


  Memory hardly did justice to the reality of the man in front of him. His dark chocolate skin had a golden cast. His brown eyes appeared to be lit internally by a fire which was all consuming, yet warm and inviting like a summer bonfire. Shon was a Maasai warrior, a skilled Tanzanian soldier, and yet there was nothing in his joyful presence or languid grace which betrayed the violence of which he was capable. In fact, that reality seemed anything but real the longer Augie knew him.


  "Well, Silver Spoon?"


  Augie chuffed. Shon had nicknamed him almost immediately after he arrived in Germany. Augie had been the only American on their team, and Shon, Westernized more than the others due to his years in boarding school in New England, had caught on to Augie's uncanny resemblance to Ricky Schroeder of '80s sitcom fame and not the more recent, and much cooler, NYPD Blue days.


  Augie couldn't hold back his lopsided grin. The man had dimples Augie wanted to explore with his tongue. Shon was playing with him, teasing, as if it had been eight hours and not eight months since they last saw each other. Augie ran through his mental highlight reel of the nights they'd spent together in Frankfurt. "How about a remix of the Monte Carlo night?"


  Shon burst into laughter, put his hands on either side of Augie's face, and pulled him in for a wet, hot kiss. "An hour and a half isn't enough time to repeat that performance properly."


  Augie swallowed hard. "Fuck it. Just come with me."


  They never had a problem getting started. When Augie—tired, annoyed, and jetlagged—first landed in Germany, Shon had been the first person to greet him as he pushed through immigration and customs. The Society sent the SRPU captain because a renowned security consultant was supposed to be arriving at the same time. As it was, Augie was the only one to show at the airport that day. The consultant had slept through his alarm and missed his flight. Augie and Shon had ended up in the shower at the hotel, then on the tiny, impractical couch, then the bed, and finally, collapsed into unconsciousness together. Augie still wasn't quite clear on how it had happened so fast. All he knew was that Shon could convince him to do just about anything when he flashed that smile.


  Augie stood and pulled Shon toward the tent, their fingers intertwined. Augie glanced over his shoulder at Shon and squeezed his hand. Shon raised the twist of their hands and kissed Augie's palm. There was something intoxicatingly beautiful about the play between Augie's subtle California surfer's tan and the deep blackness of Shon's Maasai heritage. Physically, they couldn't have been more different. Augie was short, rail thin, dark blond hair, blue eyes, a smattering of darker chest hair which Shon loved to coil his fingers into. Shon was well over six feet, lithe, muscled, brown eyes which were darkly aware but never foreboding. There was an ease and elegance to the way Shon moved. He was confident, well-trained, capable, yet affable. And smart. So wickedly smart. Augie had always considered himself intelligent, and he was the smartest man in the room most places he went. But Shon had an innate knowledge which allowed him to see strategies and connections where no one else could. It was why he was the new captain of the SRPU's aerial unit and one of the things Augie had discovered was the sexiest about his Maasai warrior.


  His.


  Fuck.


  Augie smiled shyly and blushed, glad his back was to Shon. He couldn't imagine how Shon would take being possessed by anyone.


  Before they were even through the tent flap, Augie felt himself being turned around, his arm pinned behind his back, and his chest pulled against the roughness of the SRPU's green uniform. Shon slid the unbuttoned shirt off Augie's shoulders, clasped Augie's wrists together, and pushed into the small of his back to thrust their groins together. Shon bent his head and kissed down Augie's neck. He gripped Augie's wrists tightly, skirting the edge of pain. Shon's eagerness made Augie ache, firm against the softness of the cotton sweat pants. Heat. Friction. Possession. This was Shon.


  Dominant, but never domineering.


  Shon continued to push Augie back toward the cot in the corner of the small space. There was a line of clothes, which Augie had shed in a sleepy haze the night before, leading to the bed. Shon chuckled as he maneuvered around the scattered piles. He bent his head and took Augie's nipple into his mouth, licking at the bud until Augie moaned. His heartbeat pulsed in his chest, in his dick, and in his wrists, which were still captured in Shon's rough, skilled hands.


  Augie leaned close and took Shon's earlobe into his mouth, rolling it against his front teeth, nipping at it while his ragged breath echoed in Shon's ear. It was Shon's weak spot, and Augie was happy to exploit it. Shon moaned and snaked his free hand around Augie's waist. "Don't do that if you want this to last." It was a threat. A deep, growling, groin-tightening threat.


  Augie cocked his head and studied Shon. "I don't want to last. I want you to taste me," he licked his own bottom lip and shivered as Shon's eyes traced the arc of his tongue, "as you come, hard, inside me."


  Shon stared Augie down, all humor gone from his face. His eyes were hungry, dark with lust, like the internal fire had just raged out of control. Augie was pinned by Shon's stare more than by the hands still holding him captive. He saw the warrior, and a flare of danger went through Augie. Shon's face was calculating, unattached, shielded. Shon parted his lips to respond but instead exhaled long and slow and pulled his bottom lip between his teeth. Augie realized he was unconsciously mimicking the movement. Shon's eyes slid to Augie's mouth. "You are going to be trouble, August Slade," Shon growled.


  Augie's dick went rock hard with the words. There was an unhinged desire in the shaking of Shon's voice, the tensing of his body around Augie's, and the tightening of his fingers around Augie's wrists. Shon was on the edge of losing control. Augie smiled slowly and pulled his shoulders back, exposing his neck, and pressed his cock against Shon's. He arched back until Shon was forced to move with him. He shifted his hips until the head of his straining cock pushed past his waistband and then closed his eyes and tilted his chin, offering himself. "I hope so."


  Shon growled something in another language, let go of Augie's wrists, and pushed Augie's sweats to the floor. He grabbed Augie's ass and lifted him until his legs were around Shon's waist. He pushed Augie against the wide, wooden pole set in concrete which anchored the center of the tent. Augie was naked, the cool slide of the pole pressing into his spine. Shon kept one hand on Augie's ass, balancing him against the pole, and used his other hand to frantically undo the button on his pants and push his fatigues off his hips. They caught on Shon's muscled thighs, his legs spread wide. Shon's cock fell heavily into the crease between Augie's hip and thigh. Shon returned his other hand to Augie's ass and thrust against him, rutting together as Augie fumbled with the buttons of Shon's uniform shirt.


  "Pocket," Shon ground out and tipped his head to the left breast of his shirt. Augie felt the telltale bulge through the thick cloth.


  "This standard issue for the Tanzania military?"


  "I'm private security now."


  "I heard. My badass Maasai has gone corporate."


  Shon laughed, lowered his head, and sucked at Augie's neck. Augie let out a low moan and rolled his head back against the pole. Shon's lips kissed under Augie's ear, pulling his earlobe into his mouth, his breath warm against the slight chill of the breeze. The glint in Shon's eyes was mischievous. "I still fuck like a Maasai, like a lion. Agile. Powerful. A conqueror."


  Augie rolled his eyes and laughed, trying to sputter out a reply equally awful, but he was distracted by the harsh snap of Shon's hips. He forced the two of them together, almost painfully. Augie popped the remaining buttons open and wrapped Shon in his arms, connecting them from groin to collarbone.


  ****


  Shon hissed at the touch of skin. This had always been his favorite part of their nights together. The moment they were finally skin to skin, the dusting of dark blond hair on Augie's torso rubbing across Shon's bare chest. With nothing between them, their physical differences were striking, beautiful, electrifying.


  Augie grabbed the lube and condom out of Shon's shirt pocket. He dripped the lube onto both of them, slicking Shon's thick length. Shon arched back, thrusting against Augie, pushing him back into the pole. Augie swept his thumb over the head of Shon's dick. Shon groaned, leaned in, and kissed at Augie's neck. He thrust into Augie's hand, wanting more, needing more of his smoothness and heat. With Augie's legs wrapped around Shon's waist, the word dangerous took on a whole new meaning. Shon could get lost in this man and had already fallen more than he knew Augie was ready to hear.


  Augie continued to tease at Shon's slit, sliding his thumb around the head, running his hand from base to tip. Augie's hands were softer than Shon's—desk job, academics, hours of piano—and the last eight months had been torture every time Shon touched himself with his overly calloused hands. He would lie in bed and imagine the silken, sensual slide of Augie's palm against his flesh. Now that it was real, Shon's entire body responded to that hand. The curl of long, practiced fingers teased at his dick, a slow, agonizing build. The desire to prolong sex with Augie was so different than every other fast, hard fuck men expected a Maasai warrior to desire. No, with Augie it was more and had been from the first time.


  He basked in the burn of his thighs, deliciously working to hold Augie against the pole, to balance his weight. Shon had dominance, but whether the other man knew it or not, Augie was the one with all the power. His hands, the twist of his wrist, his tongue flicking over Shon's nipple, his thighs squeezing tightly, possessively around Shon's waist. Shon was hyperaware of the way Augie moved his body, neither hesitant nor awkward like he was most of the time. Augie was unhinged, lost to bliss. His movements unintentional, uninhibited.


  Shon had never seen anyone more beautiful.


  Augie moaned, his arm around Shon's shoulders tightening, his head against Shon's chest as he watched his hand slide rhythmically up and down and bring them both to the edge. Shon shifted, balancing Augie on his thigh and intertwined their fingers. "Fuck," Augie hissed as Shon tightened his grip, fisting their cocks and hands together. Shon threw back his head and cried out. He could feel his orgasm close. Too close, too fast.


  "Stop," he ordered, moaning the word into Augie's ear. Shon struggled to hold himself back. He pulled Augie's hand away and put it over his other shoulder. He kissed at Augie's jaw, softly shifting him until they were face to face again, Augie's legs still wrapped tightly around his hips. Shon traced the lines of Augie's forehead, eyes—so blue and unnatural in this place—and thin, heart-shaped lips. He would never get enough of that face, of the humor, intelligence, and innocence in those eyes. He wanted to protect, savor, and worship it. Worship him. Shon locked eyes with Augie and smiled. He gave his cock one more twist before he rolled the condom on.


  "Get ready."


  Augie shivered.


  Shon shifted their weight again and slid his hand under Augie and pressed his slicked fingers against Augie's hole. Augie closed his eyes and rolled his head back as he inhaled sharply.


  "No. Look at me."


  Augie immediately obeyed. He bit at his bottom lip, but he didn't flinch. Augie's ability to match Shon's intensity, beat for beat, had been unexpected; but it was so fucking hot. Shon worked one finger inside Augie and felt a spasm of pleasure as Augie arched into his touch.


  "You should have called me," Shon chastised, pressing a second finger in.


  Augie pushed back, trembled, but didn't look away. "I know. Next time I will." Augie's hands caressed the back of Shon's head, reassuring him.


  Shon pushed in a third finger and brushed against Augie's prostate. Augie shouted and arched back against the pole, tightening his legs around Shon's waist.


  Shon withdrew his fingers, lifted Augie by the ass, and positioned himself at his lover's entrance. Augie watched, flush with desire.


  "No next time. I won't be apart from you again." Shon growled as he pushed inside Augie, fast and hard. Augie pulled Shon's mouth to his in a brutal clash of lips, teeth, and tongue.


  Augie twisted Shon's nipples with deft fingers and pushed back into Shon. Intensity met intensity, rough and raw. Augie leaned back against the pole, using it as leverage to bury Shon even deeper inside him. He grabbed at Shon's hips and spurred him forward. Shon grit his teeth and angled up until he knew Augie could feel every inch of his harsh slide. They were breathless and sweating, the gleam of their skin intensified by the humid air in the tent.


  Shon leaned back, close to gone, always so close when it was Augie. He drove inside Augie harder and faster. He felt his balls tighten and knew it couldn't be much longer.


  "Touch yourself," Shon ground out. Those smooth hands on his cock were one thing. Watching Augie touch himself was sinful.


  Augie took his cock into his own hand, and his eyes fluttered closed, his own pleasure building out of control. Shon leaned further back, increasing the angle, and pulled Augie down the pole. Augie kept one hand on his cock working it with that maddening slow, soft slide as Shon drove into him. Augie reached back and wrapped his arm around the pole, bracing himself against Shon's powerful thrusts.


  "Fuck. I'm close," Augie groaned.


  Shon gripped Augie's ass mercilessly, thrusting their bodies together. Shon waited for the clench of Augie's body and watched hungrily as Augie's come shot across his chest in thick ropes. Augie threw back his head with a strangled cry. The come dripped down Augie's stomach and onto Shon's cock as he pounded inside, so close.


  Augie's hand moved from his softening cock. He dipped a finger into his come and put it to Shon's lips. Shon licked at Augie's finger, sucking it in, twisting his tongue until it was clean. The taste of Augie sliding down his throat was all he needed to push himself over the edge. He thrust one more time and came hard, a guttural growl echoing off the tent walls.


  ****


  Augie leaned against the pole, his body spent, his mind blank of everything besides Shon. His Shon. He couldn't remember why he'd worried if Shon would want him. Every time with Shon had been this bone-melting, this soul scorching. It didn't matter if it was the first time or the thousandth, this kind of intensity didn't happen by chance. He'd been with enough men to know as much.


  Shon's skin glistened; his muscles shook and strained under Augie's body. Augie held on tight to the pole, holding off some of his weight. Shon was grinning—wide, open, flushed, excited—like a fucking god of debauchery. Augie grinned back. Shon lifted him, slipped out, and tossed the condom with one hand. He pulled Augie into a bear hug and tumbled them onto the cot.


  "Tell me that you missed me." The plea came out as almost a whisper, Shon's shoulders still heaving as he caught his breath.


  "I really fucking missed you, Shon."


  Shon chuckled and snuggled against Augie's side. "You need to get cleaned up, or we're going to get stuck together."


  Augie's eyes gleamed. "Too late!" He rolled over and lay on top of Shon smearing his come between the two of them. Shon laughed and playfully tried to push Augie away.


  "Alright, alright. Let me clean us up."


  Shon slipped out of bed gracefully, every movement fluid. He wet a cloth under the sink and came back over to Augie's side. Shon took his time, trailing kisses after each swipe of the cool cloth. Every nerve in Augie's body was over stimulated and tuned to respond to Shon's touch. He grabbed Shon's face and brought him down for a sloppy kiss, "I can't believe I'm here."


  "In the Serengeti or with me?"


  Augie's eyebrows shot up in mock surprise. "We're in the Serengeti?"


  Shon swatted at Augie's shoulder, threw the cloth back into the sink, and rolled back onto the cot, curling into Augie. Shon played lazily with Augie's chest hair as they drifted in and out of sleep.


  "How long before they come looking for us?"


  "Could be awhile. The Serengeti is a big place."


  "Where the land goes on forever."


  Shon nodded. "In Maasai, yes, that's what Serengeti means."


  In the distance Augie heard more of the lowing which had woken him that morning. This time the call was quieter, almost a question or a test.


  "Shon? I think we scared the water buffaloes."


  Shon snickered and draped his leg over Augie. Augie kissed the top of Shon's head, closed his eyes—sated and happy for the first time in months—and fell asleep.


  THE END
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  A young man sits atop a craggy barren mountaintop. His arms are clasped around his drawn up legs and his darkly curled head rests atop his knees. Though his eyes are closed you can feel his pain as it seems to pour off of his naked body...he is alone.
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  A WHISPERED CRY


  by Sammy Goode


  "So how long are you going to let him sit there, Con?"


  Constantine stared down through the open window and watched the silent figure below. The golden skinned boy was perched carefully on the stark white rocky outcropping, barely moving save for the gentle rise and fall of his back as he breathed in and out. Renwyn was his name…Ren.


  "Con, he can't last much longer. He's already been out there for several hours. I give him at most a few more before he either keels over from dehydration brought on by the stifling heat or freezes to death in the cold night air. Now surely he's endured enough and you're going to go down to retrieve him?"


  "It takes more than a little weather to kill an Agorian."


  Gael raised one perfectly arched eyebrow at his friend's dry response. He had thought that after Anzel, Gael's brother and Lord of the lower realm, had finally released the boy, his friend Con would swoop down and bring him back here. Apparently he was wrong, yet again. Damn Anzel for his treachery his brother was responsible for all of them being in this position.


  Gaelin Duchane was the commander and leader of the entire upper realm of Orestes, a beautiful country that boasted some rather distinct contrasts. In the upper realm of Orestes the land was dotted with tall mountain peaks, lush forests and ample green pastures that supported the country's livestock. However, the farther south you went in Orestes, the more the landscape changed. There below the mountains, lay a cold and barren wasteland that was barely able to sustain life.


  Early on in Orestian history, a law was decreed that the fate of those who broke the law would include banishment to the lower realm. The upper realm was home to the proud race of Agori, known as the heaven dwellers. The name was misleading for this was a human race possessing no remarkable powers save the right to boast of a long life. Most Agori lived to be over 200 years of age. The people here coexisted in peaceful harmony, taking up arms in battle only when an enemy threatened their way of life.


  The cold and barren lower realm was where the Nephali lived. Once citizens of Agori, the Nephali were the dregs of Orestes' society. Here, dwelling in enforced banishment for crimes against their fellow man, lived men whose hearts were blacker than the night and whose coldness knew no warmth beyond the meager heat which was given off by the occasional fires that burned from funeral byres when they buried their dead.


  Between the two realms stood a locked gateway that was under constant guard. The key that would give access to anyone desiring admittance hung from a heavy gold chain around the neck of the Orestian second in command. This should have been Anzel, Gael's brother. When their father had died several years earlier, Anzel was to assume this position and rule with Gael over both realms. But Anzel was greedy, and saw no reason why there shouldn't be only one commander to whom all others would bow.


  In an effort to achieve what he desired, Anzel set about trying to find a way to get rid of Gael completely. After a botched assassination attempt on Gael's life, Anzel had been banished to the lower realm; to say that Anzel was bitter over Gael's decision was putting it mildly.


  Anzel's banishment also allowed for Gael's boyhood friend, Con, to step up into Anzel's place as second in command, a move that prompted bitterness to grow between Anzel and Con. As time went on, Gael and Constantine watched with growing unease at the hatred that seemed to boil in Anzel's veins. As Anzel's animosity grew so did the frequency of the attacks on Agori territory, a fact that did not escape either Gael's or Con's observation. It was his brother's obsessive spite that convinced Gael to attribute the last assault on the upper realm to Anzel himself, even though Anzel had made a great show of sending some of his own troops to fight the opposition.


  After finding out that the enemy actually included former members of Anzel's own special guard, it had been almost impossible for Gael to believe his brother's claim that he was innocent of any involvement. Especially not after Con had found documents written in a hand so very similar to Anzel's, detailing Agori's structural defenses and their weaknesses, giving the enemy a distinct upper hand in the skirmish. But as usual, definitive proof that Anzel was the mastermind behind the assault dangled just out of reach. Consequently, Con had to break the bad news that Gael would have to release his brother from protective custody, even as the latest assault of the enemy raged on around them and Anzel's guilt was blatantly clear to them both.


  On the day of Anzel's release, Con watched as the brother swept aside Gael's personal squire, and mounted his horse without assistance. It was easy for Con to read the signs that Anzel was determined to leave behind a small reminder of just how angry he was at Gael for holding him prisoner. As he was heading for the gate, Anzel turned his horse suddenly and drove the steed forward. His intentions were clear. He would crush the young squire beneath the horse's deadly hooves. Realizing what Anzel was about to do, Con cried out and, snatching up a bucket, hurled it at the frenzied animal causing it to shy and buck violently upward, spilling Anzel to the ground.


  Striding across the courtyard, Con barely kept his fury in check as he first bent over the boy making sure he was uninjured and then spun round to pin Anzel with a threatening glare. Moments later, after seeking Gael's consent, Con had Anzel bound in chains and removed to his home in the lower realm. There, he was paraded shamefully before the rabble lining the palace walls until finally being released.


  For a short time after that incident, Anzel had remained remarkably silent, almost conciliatory in his interactions with his brother. But Gael knew that it was only a ruse, particularly when he and Con discovered that the very same squire Con had saved from death was being held as a prisoner in the lower realm.


  As Gael watched his friend push back the silken fabric panels allowing for a better view of the scene below, he recalled with bitterness all the events of the last several months. For it was once again the hand of his brother that had taken the peaceful light from his friend Con's eyes and left behind the tortured man that Gael now had standing before him.


  Con was built like the soldier he was, tall, over 6 feet by a few inches, and slender yet well-muscled and strong. His hair, falling just short of the top of his shoulders, was straight and golden yellow. When Con turned his face away from the scene below him, Gael saw the piercing blue eyes that darkened to a stormy grey-black when Con was angry, much like they were right now.


  "So, are you going to go down and bring your boy back here before he becomes carrion for the vultures to feast on?


  "He's not my boy, Gael. Now leave off!"


  Gael chuckled. Constantine shot him a withering look that would've had a lesser man quaking in his boots.


  Con turned back and looked once more at the boy below. He took note of Ren's posture, his body bent in quiet defeat, and Con's heart lurched inside his chest. As he stood watching, searching to make sure that Ren was uninjured, anger began to overshadow Con's thoughts, causing his fingers to curl into fists. I'll kill Anzel if he's hurt the boy beyond repair. It was as simple as that.


  Con had only an inkling of what Ren had suffered at the hands of the evil bastard who ruled the shadows of the lower realm. When they had found out all those months ago that the squire whom they had given up for lost on the battlefield was actually in one of Anzel's prisons, Con had been livid. Now that the boy was safe, the thought of Ren being tortured by Anzel set his gut to churning, and a picture of the first time Con had seen the boy relentlessly beaten by Anzel pushed its way into his mind. Con closed his eyes against the painful memory.


  ****


  6 months earlier


  Gael and Constantine entered the throne room of the lower realm, watching warily for any overt signs of aggression. The sentry posted by the door had detained their guards. Without their men and their weapons, which had also been taken, they felt naked and off-balance. But Gael had insisted that they respond to the invitation his brother had sent.


  Once again, despite Con's better judgment and Anzel's treacherous history, Gael had warily decided to give his brother yet another chance. Of course, Con had made sure that half the upper realm army stood just outside the door ready to tear Anzel and his men limb from limb should Gael and Constantine be hurt in any way. Still, it was never wise to forget that Anzel's first desire was to see both of them dead so that he could rule!


  "How like my brother to rattle the cage a bit, eh?"


  Con looked at Gael. The man's calm exterior did not fool him. He knew that Gael was coiled tighter than a spring; ready for any tricks that Anzel might play this time. They were in Anzel's domain at his request. Apparently he was having some sort of trouble with a new recruit and wanted Gael's advice. Con knew that this was merely a ruse to bring both him and Gael into the very room where they were now standing. One question remained, however; what was it that Anzel actually wanted?


  Con watched the sweeping arrival of Anzel and a young man who was dragged in and held fast between two soldiers. As he watched, they placed the boy between posts that rose from the floor. Near the top were two iron rings, one on each column. It was to these rings that the boy's wrists were tied. Con allowed his eyes to roam over the manacled form.


  The long, lithe body was naked save for a brief loincloth. The arms that strained at the lashings were tanned a golden brown and muscular. The boy stood a full head shorter than Constantine. His dark brown hair curled at the nape of his neck. Con found himself wishing the boy would raise his head so that he could see the face that the shadows hid. As if reading his mind, the boy glanced up, but not to look at Con, rather to look directly at Anzel.


  Frustrated by the fact that he still couldn't fully see the boy's face, Con turned his attention inwardly to the nagging feeling that there was something about this boy that was familiar. Suddenly, Con's thoughts were distracted by Anzel who began to uncoil a whip that he held down at his side. It was clear that he intended to use it on the boy and Con's hands itched to snatch it away from Anzel. Being a commander of the army, he knew with a certainty that a whipping rarely produced loyalty or obedience, which is what Con figured Anzel was attempting, in his own twisted way, to instill in the boy. No, a gentle but firm hand would be a much better way and any leader worth his salt knew that.


  He watched as Anzel took another step forward and spoke to Gael, all the while keeping his eyes fixed directly on Constantine. It slowly began to dawn on Con that Anzel had deliberately set up this entire show for him. But why? And confound it, who was this boy? The answer was soon made all too obvious.


  "So brother, I see you've brought your lap dog with you."


  Con felt Gael stiffen next to him. The slight affected Gael more than Con, who had long since ceased to be bothered by Anzel's obvious delight in leveling insulting names at Con whenever he saw him. As much as it galled him to do so, and in the hopes that a show of subservience would avert another argument between the brothers, Con stepped forward and bowed slightly to the Lord of the lower realm. "My Lord." Con began to step back into place only to be stopped by Gael who had moved forward as well and now held Con's arm in a bruising grip.


  "I'll be damned if you'll bow to this piece of shit, Con. I should have known this was just another chance for you to act like a prick, Anzel. What do you want? I have a kingdom to run and your inability to keep your rabble in line down here doesn't interest me in the least. Now tell us why you really summoned us to this hellhole or so help me you'll feel the regret of wasting my time in every bone of your body."


  To the untrained eye, Anzel's arched eyebrow and twisted smile communicated only contempt and indifference to Gael's insults. But Con could see the telltale stiffening of Anzel's back and noted that the hand holding the whip clenched it more tightly when Gael spoke. Silently, Con swore to himself and then began to scope out their fastest avenue of escape, just in case they needed to leave in a hurry. They were at a distinct disadvantage without their weapons and it was not above Anzel to use that to his benefit. Con had no desire to see anyone's blood spilled should this argument turn nasty.


  "Now dear brother, surely Constantine can take a bit of good-natured ribbing. Isn't that right Con?


  Con felt himself tighten at the tone and use of his nickname. This is where he drew the line on Anzel's insults. No one called him that except his best friend Gael and he'd be damned if Anzel was going to get away with using it so pointedly. Once again, the punishing grip of Gael's hand on his arm pulled at him as he made to move forward and made him stop short and draw in a shaky breath. Gael's fragile hold on his temper eroded further.


  "Get the fuck on with it, Anzel, or I and my men are leaving!"


  Anzel turned toward Gael's harshly growled command and smiled; the polite mask briefly slipping from his face to reveal a look of pure hatred for his brother. Just that quickly the glaring eyes were hooded once more and Anzel's oily voice spoke.


  "Tsk, tsk, tsk, such impatience dear brother, in good time…all in good time. Now observe if you will this pathetic piece of scum I've so nicely displayed for you. Do you notice anything familiar about him Constantine?"


  The boy's head finally lifted in a jerky motion. The green eyes looked wildly around, finally settling their gaze on Con and recognition coupled with fierce longing flared there briefly only to be replaced with an intense look of shame as his head dropped once more. Con cursed as his eyes attempted to shift from Anzel and catch a fleeting glimpse of the boy's face. Damn, who was this boy who looked so achingly familiar and what did Anzel know about him that made Anzel act like a cat that had just swallowed a canary?


  "Hmmm, Constantine? Don't tell me that his pretty face doesn't ring any bells at all? Why don't you come just a little closer and see?"


  Con spared a quick glance at Gael who returned his confused look with a slight shrug of his shoulders. Slowly stepping forward Con looked intently at the boy whose head was dropped down in obvious exhaustion.


  "Head up boy! This time look the Commander right in the eyes so he can have a good look at you." Anzel's sharp command and a quick lash of the whip produced a shudder through the boy's body. His head however remained stubbornly lowered, his eyes fixed on the floor beneath. The boy's insolence seemed to unleash the carefully controlled fury that Anzel had kept tightly in check. With a scream, Anzel raised his arm and let the whip fall with one fiery lash after another until the boy's back was bloodied and raw.


  "ENOUGH!" Con's hand reached out and grabbed the whip, tearing it out of Anzel's hand. Snarling with rage, Con shoved the Lord of the lower realm out of the way and barked an order to the soldiers standing behind the boy.


  "Untie him and take him to the infirmary. Make sure his wounds are tended and he's given something for the pain." The soldiers looked toward Anzel for confirmation. Their Lord and master made as if to countermand Con's orders but before he could utter a word, Gael moved forward and nodded his head toward Con, making sure the soldiers knew his second in command had his full support. Con once more snapped out the directions in a voice so intense that no one could ignore the edge of steel beneath the velvet tone.


  "I said, take him down NOW!"


  The soldiers scrambled to comply and before Anzel was able to stop them, they had untied the boy and carried him from the room. Ignoring the soldiers who were assisting the boy, Constantine turned and crossed to Anzel, stopping close enough to whisper in his ear.


  "Now Anzie, you're going to start acting like a big boy and tell your brother and me what the fuck we're doing here and who the hell that boy is or I'm going to use this whip to tear the flesh from your back next."


  Anzel stiffened at the familiar boyhood name. Sliding back from Con's overbearing presence he straightened his robes.


  "Obviously your legendary powers of recall are somewhat lacking today, Constantine, or I'm sure you would have recognized the squire whose very life you once saved."


  Constantine felt a cold hand reach from beyond the grave and wrap itself around his heart. No! It couldn't be! Surely, that boy wasn't the same one who had come so close to being crushed to death in the courtyard months ago? The very same boy who later stood by his side in the final moments of the last assault by the enemy and saved Con's life in return? This could not possibly be Ren Deloran, whom Con thought had been lost forever.


  He recalled the endless searching he and Gael had done after the battle. The countless dead bodies they'd waded through searching for the boy. After three days they'd been forced to give up hope of ever finding Ren. Defeated, Con had left the battlefield with a bitter taste in his mouth, hoping that the boy had somehow escaped, but knowing in all probability that he lay dead and buried in an unmarked grave somewhere on the vast plain.


  And now here he was, in Anzel's clutches, and Con was helpless to do anything about it.


  "What do you want in exchange for the boy Anzel?" Con heard Gael begin to bargain with his brother over Ren as if he were a worthless piece of chattel. For the moment, however, Con was unable to focus his thoughts; unable to join in the negotiations over the boy, for he was still reeling over the fact that Ren was alive. Ren…he remembered the first time he had called the boy by that name. It was right after Ren had kissed him. That kiss…the beginning of it all.


  The night before the final day of battle, the two of them had a quiet dinner in his tent. Ren had been serving as squire to Gael for several months. Steadily, Ren had moved from being just the stable boy to joining with the other men in drills and maneuvers. He moved well with both fluid grace and deadly aim. After this battle, if they all survived, the boy would be moved into the elite guard that served Gael and Constantine both. Con raised his glass of wine and smiled at the boy.


  "To the brave and noble Ren whose service to our lord Gael will not go unmarked for much longer!"


  He moved to clink his goblet against Ren's but stopped just short, his movement arrested by the look on Ren's face.


  "What is it? You're looking at me as though I've suddenly sprouted two heads!"


  "It's just that…well, you called me…"Ren's voice faltered and a blush rose on his pale cheek. Con looked with fondness at the boy across from him. When had he become so dear to Con? While Con knew that Ren was more than ready to perform in battle, why did the very thought of him coming to some kind of harm produce such a violent reaction in his gut? In a gentle voice, Con asked Ren again:


  "What is it Ren? What have I done to make you so uncomfortable? Tell me boy so I can fix it and we can enjoy the rest of our evening together."


  Ren's eyes opened wide and he shook his head violently, a worried look crossing his face.


  "Ah no sir, no Con you've done nothing wrong, nothing at all. I was just surprised…happy that you used my name like that…the name my mother called me." At Con's confused look Ren went on to explain. "Ren…you called me Ren and I haven't heard that name...well, since my mother passed from this realm. I like it…when you use my name that is…it makes me feel warm and cared for…"


  The blush rose once again in Ren's cheek as he dropped his eyes in embarrassment at revealing such personal feelings. Con noted how Ren had used the shortened version of his name as well. He had used Con. The nickname that only Gael called him. Smiling he rose up and reached for the boy, pulling him to his feet. Picking up Ren's goblet, Con placed it in his hand and then picked up his own once more.


  "And so let's raise that toast again, shall we? To Ren, a finer, more brave and noble friend a man could not have."


  The two men drank deeply and placed their goblets back on the table. Then just as Con was about to turn and sit, Ren stepped forward and grabbed him by his shirt, pulling him close. Reaching up, Ren gently kissed him. Con closed his eyes and sank into the softness of the boy's lips against his own. Inexplicably, in the back of his mind, a fierce longing rose up and without thought, he broke off the kiss and said, "mine." With a moan, he reached around and hugged the boy close, once more plunging his tongue deep into the silky cavern of Ren's mouth, tasting the sweet wine and beneath it that unique flavor that was all Ren.


  The kiss went on and on, as Con shoved his hips against the boy's, holding him fast with a bruising grip. Had the Lord High Commander's personal guard not called to Con from outside the tent's entrance just then, Con was sure that the night would have ended with far differently, with Ren and he sharing more than just a kiss. But as the guard persisted, calling for him once more, Con broke off the kiss with a muttered growl and released the boy. Ren stumbled and fell limply into his seat, a dazed look on his face. Looking down at the Ren's flushed cheeks, his full lips bruised and swollen from their kiss, Con smiled and said:


  "Saved at the last moment by the hands of fate my boy. But never fear, if tomorrow sees us whole and well and returned from the battlefield, you will share my bed, of this have no doubt." Then, lunging in for one last brief kiss, Con turned and left the tent, leaving Ren behind.


  Con was startled from his reverie by the sound of Gael's angry voice growling at his brother.


  "You never intended to ask my advice about a new recruit did you? No, this was just another one of your sick games, wasn't it Anzel? Well, you can keep the little shit for all I care. After all, I replaced him as squire months ago. Bah! Enough of this! I'm leaving! I've spent enough time in this hellhole you call a home little brother. Con, let's go!"


  Con began to reluctantly follow Gael, but he paused after only a few steps to turn back, determined to entreat with Anzel and, if need be, beg shamelessly for Ren's release. However, before he could utter a word, Gael quietly spoke once again, this time leaning close to his ear so that Anzel could not overhear him. "Come now Con, come away. Never fear, we'll get the boy back and bring him home. I have a plan, but for now you must look as though you have no care for the boy at all, or Anzel will make him suffer because of you."


  While Con knew the truth of Gael's urgent plea, his hands still itched for his sword. If there were any chance he could have rescued the boy right then without endangering Gael or Ren's life he would have. Defeated, Con realized that for now the boy would have to remain behind. So, with a heavy step he turned to follow his friend back to the upper realm, and away from the boy who had captured his heart.


  ****


  Present day…


  "So you mean to leave him there, naked as the day he was born with nothing but the sun to keep him warm? Pray do tell me what happens when the sun goes down tonight and the chill rises off the mountaintop and wraps her hoary arms around the boy? What then? Will you stand by and listen for the pitiful cries Ren will surely utter as he freezes to death? For god's sake Con, the boy has been out there for several hours now without food or drink, how much more do you think he can endure while you stand there making up your mind?"


  Con angrily turned from his observation post to shoot an angry glare at his best friend.


  "Don't you be giving me that look Constantine Aurelius! I know that damned glare of yours has made many a lesser man quake, but I am Lord and Master of this realm and you had best not be forgetting that fact! Now I say we'll be wasting no more precious time on this senseless argument about retrieving the boy. See to it now Con, or so help me we will come to blows over this!"


  Gael's chest was nearly heaving after finishing his speech. His anger evident in both his raised voice and his rigid posture. Expecting yet another argument from Con, he was shocked as he watched his friend literally deflate before his very eyes. Con leaned forward and ran his hand through his hair, blowing out a shaky breath and looking for all the world as though he had just lost everything precious to him.


  "Don't you think I want nothing more than to rush down this mountain and save the boy Gael?"


  Gael paused, confused. "Then why don't you, Con? Is it fear that the boy has somehow forgotten you in all this time? Are you worried that he no longer returns the feelings you so obviously still have for him? Is that what keeps you locked into place here?"


  Con shook his head and looked one more time out the window.


  "Do you really think that bastard of a brother of yours would just let Ren walk free after all these months?"


  "But he has Con. You see the evidence sitting below us. Anzel's tossed Ren out like he was garbage, stripping him of everything including his dignity. Hasn't he suffered enough? My god, after all the countless thwarted attempts at rescuing the boy, now we have him within our grasp, don't you think it's finally time he came home? "


  "Oh for fuck's sake Gael of course I think that! But don't you see? Look at him Gael; really look at him for once. Don't let your emotions rule your head! Look at what this boy's release means!"


  Gael shook his head again, opening his mouth to issue a final order for Con to retrieve the boy; but before he could do it his friend exploded in anger.


  "God dammit Gael, he's a trap. The boy is being used as a trap somehow. There's no fucking way Anzel would let him walk away without there being a price to pay and we're that price! Mark my words, that boy has been sent to kill either you or I or both of us. Gael, don't you understand? Please just give me a few minutes to figure out the best way to get the boy back here and keep him from destroying both himself and us. Please!"


  Gael looked at his friend. It hadn't dawned on him till now the full extent to which his friend had fallen in love. Oh he knew that there had been affection, a love of sorts, but this raw, naked pain he saw in his friend's eyes whenever he spoke of the boy…this was different. He knew Con was right about his suspicions but he also knew that Con's emotions couldn't be the deciding factor about how they proceeded with the boy. Ren had to come off that mountain regardless of his potential to cause chaos.


  "Fine, I'll take all that you said under advisement…" Con's relief was so evident that it almost hurt Gael to continue, but continue he did. "…After the boy is safe! Now, begin the rescue operation immediately." Before Con could protest again, Gael held up his hand and spoke quickly.


  "To put your mind at ease and to ensure that the boy is not a risk, I've decided he'll have a guard detail."


  Con shifted, his stance reflecting his distaste at the image of Ren being treated like a prisoner yet again.


  "That may work for daylight hours but you forget Gael, we have no holding cells here in the upper realm. Even your own brother was merely confined to his rooms, with a guard posted at the entryway. And Anzel was not nearly as clever as Ren is bound to be, you know. Also, the boy deserves to be treated better than a common criminal; he had enough of that while he was in the lower realm. No, Gael, I think you're going to be forced to come up with a better solution than that for the boy."


  "My thoughts exactly! That's why the boy will bunk in with you."


  "WHAT?" Gael watched as Con sputtered and shook his head in denial. Inwardly Gael smiled as he spoke to his flustered second in command.


  "We'll set a guard during the day to ensure he doesn't roam the palace unattended, but he'll be your responsibility to watch over at all other times Con, and the best way for you to do that is to keep him close! Remember what you always tell me? Keep your friends close…"


  "And your enemies closer."


  Con held Gael's eyes for a moment and the memory of a friendship that had spanned countless years changed the visible anxiety to determination. His friend was right. Regardless of what Anzel had planned for Ren to do, the boy deserved the right to live a better life than fate had thus far dealt him. Perhaps by showing the boy love and respect Ren would come to believe that he was worthy of both.


  Con would wipe away the stain of all those months at the hands of that bastard Anzel. Con felt his years of military training take over and his worry recede to the background. He was a commander of Orestes, and he'd be damned if some two-bit whore of a leader from the lower realm would best him!


  "Fine! I'll secure the boy immediately." Con prepared to leave. Gael called out to him as he strode from the room.


  "Remember Con, if this boy is an assassin sent to murder us, you best sleep with one eye open…or perhaps find other activities to amuse yourselves with at night."


  Con hesitated in the doorway for just a moment. He recognized the lighthearted attempt by his best friend to set him at ease. This is why he and Gael were so close. They always managed to find a way to bring each other back from the edge. Con turned around and said, "Thank you Gael, I won't let you down." Constantine swept from the room. Gael strolled over to the window and looked down at the lone figure on the rocky ledge below.


  "Well boy, now we'll see just how strong this love of yours is after all. God help us all if I'm wrong about you." Gael sighed and turned to look at the door his friend had just left through. "And god help my friend if the fierce love that I believe once beat in your heart didn't survive that hell you were forced to endure."


  Gael looked back and rested his forehead against the window, maintaining his watch over the boy below.


  ****


  The mountain was cold, colder than Ren thought possible. He clenched his teeth together to keep them from chattering endlessly. He couldn't believe that Anzel had ordered his men to strip him before dumping him on this godforsaken mountaintop. He felt his gut clench as hatred for Anzel coursed through him. Fucking bastard! If it's the last thing I do, Anzel, I'll see you choke on your own blood, right after I run you through with my sword! Even as the threat flew through his mind, he knew that it was wishful thinking at best and felt the overwhelming despair return.


  How was he going to do anything to anyone sitting naked on this damned mountaintop? Ren dropped his head to his knees and felt the tears begin to well up in his eyes. On top of everything else, the weight of the job he was being forced to do for Anzel hung over him. Ren was to help an assassin slip into the palace and murder Gael and Con. How had he gotten himself into this mess?


  If only he'd just let Lord Gael's remarks slide off his back that day, months ago. But no, he had to prove that he was just as capable on the battlefield as everyone else, that he wasn't just some pretty boy! He had to prove to Con that he was worthy of the praise that had been heaped on his shoulders that night. That somehow he was worthy of that kiss…Oh god, that kiss. Con…Ren felt his heart leap at the thought of seeing the commander once more. Reaching up with one hand, he let his fingers glide across his lips. Closing his eyes, Ren felt his thoughts begin to drift away. He no longer felt the wind or the cold or even the bruising sharp rocks beneath him. He was lost in that night and that stunning kiss.


  "And so let's raise that toast again, shall we? To Ren, a finer, more brave and noble friend a man could not have."


  Ren took a gulp of the sweet wine and placed the goblet back on the table. This was it. If he was going to show Con how deeply he felt for him, this was the moment to say something…do something. Without giving any thought to the consequences, he moved forward and grabbed the front of Con's shirt. Standing on his tiptoes he strained upward and planted a soft kiss on Con's lips. Lips that tasted of wine and something earthier, wilder…like…Con, they tasted like Con.


  Just as Ren began to pull away, sure that Con would laugh at his foolish attempts at love, he felt a hand grab the back of his head and capture his mouth again in a second bruising kiss. Ren's lips fell open as he moaned aloud. He felt Con's tongue snake in and sweep the inside of his mouth, possessing it completely. With his body on fire, Ren pressed up against Con even as he was pulled against the other man's hips.


  "Yours, Con, all yours." Ren murmured the phrase over and over into Con's hot mouth, the words getting lost in the other man's moans. Suddenly, as if someone had turned off a switch, Ren felt the strong arms drop from around him causing him to fall back into the chair he had just risen from a moment before. He watched in a daze as Con spoke of Ren sharing his bed if they both survived the battle the next day and then with one last kiss, Con was gone.


  Ren sat, a smile slowly curving his lips upward. Con had kissed him. Suddenly all those months of loneliness, of watching the other soldiers grow closer as he remained firmly fixed on the outside, never feeling a part of anything, all those months faded away. He belonged now…he had a place to stand. Not as the boy who always messed up, no longer the soldier who could do no better than muck out horseshit from stalls and fetch Lord Gael's riding crop, no, now he was truly one of them, and now Con had chosen him over all the others, him Renwyn Deloran, a boy who had begged for scraps all his life.


  Ren stood up, straightened his shirt and picked up the goblet that Con had held to toast him with earlier. He had something to be proud of now. He was going to be Constantine Aurelius' lover, his consort, and his friend. Friend. Ren closed his eyes and savored the word as if it were a fine wine. He had never had a real friend before, not even in childhood. When his parents were killed in the fire that had razed his house to the ground, he had been the only one left standing and no one had wanted him. He was different, outcast, shunned.


  From the time he could remember till now he had been bounced from one place to the next. Always living on the scraps and leftovers of others, never having a proper bed to call his. Ren had wandered alone, until several months ago, when he had seen the call go out for able-bodied men to serve in the army under Lord Gael's command. Ren had signed on and, because of his knowledge of horseflesh, been given the job of squire to the high commander himself.


  Thus began the daily torture of watching Constantine Aurelius from afar. The man embodied not only everything Ren aspired to be, but everything Ren sought to love. And now, it seemed, that love was to be returned. For a minute, Ren let himself dwell in the moment when Con had said that word, "Mine". He felt the thrill of that possession sweep through him and move straight down to his cock which began to rise and stir as though the very thought of Con controlled its response.


  Ren jumped as a laugh erupted behind him. Turning he saw Lord Gael standing just inside the tent. Quickly gathering his wits about him, he bowed and took a step backwards, giving Gael room to come further inside.


  "It's all right boy, don't let me keep you from your daydreams." Gael chuckled again and picked up the sword and scabbard that had been resting against the corner of the tent. "Con sent me back to fetch his sword. Good god, I wonder who the real commander is sometimes! Ah well, it's a good thing I like the bastard, isn't it boy? Of course not near as much as you, I suspect!"


  Gael paused and took in the flushed cheeks and reddened lips of the young man before him. Gael had seen these signs before. If he was right, this boy was on the cusp of imagining himself to be in love with Con. Gael wondered once again at his second in command's ability to inspire such hero worship in the younger soldiers. He wondered if Con would fuck this one and walk away as he had with all the others. Well, not this time! He liked this boy too much to let Con use him in such a careless fashion. With a weary sigh, Gael shook his head and spoke in a gentle tone to the boy.


  "A word of advice, boy? Don't think too much of Con's attention. He likes a good fuck as much as the next man but attachments aren't one of his strengths! He tends to forget them as soon as the next pretty face comes along."


  Gael paused again to see what impact his caution had on the boy. He didn't mean to be harsh but the last thing he needed was one of his men losing focus on the battlefield because he was mooning over his second in command. Besides, this was nothing more than a minor infatuation at best. At least he hoped that's all it was. Well, nothing to be done about it now.


  "I better get moving and bring Con his sword or his Lordship will have my head!"


  Then, laughing again, the commander left. Ren watched as the tent flap fell closed behind his receding form. He looked down at the goblet clenched in his hand and heard Lord Gael's words again, "He tends to forget them as soon as the next pretty face comes along." With a cry not unlike that of a wounded animal, Ren hurled the goblet against the side of the tent.


  He had been such a fool! Such a complete fool to think that he was anything special to the commander! Nothing but an easy fuck that's all he was! That was all he would ever be, a whore for anyone who was nice enough to pay him attention. Ren felt bitterness bloom and take root in the very corners of his soul. He stood, panting as if he had run a race; his eyes were wild and he felt a pain in his heart as the shame of his foolish dreams washed over him like a flood. Grinding his teeth, he threw his shoulders back and reached for his own sword!


  He would show them! He would show them all! Tomorrow on the battlefield, Ren would fight alongside all the others. To hell with squiring the horses as everyone else got to wet their blades in the blood of the enemy! Tomorrow he, Ren Deloran, common bastard, would stand and fight the enemy! And perhaps, just perhaps, somewhere in the melee, he would be fortunate enough to meet death head on. Ren felt tears blaze a path down his cheeks as he realized that in his heart of hearts he hoped fervently that death would win the battle and put him out of his misery.


  ****


  Ren raised his head and dashed at his eyes which had welled up with unshed tears. No sense in rehashing old memories. Six months ago, after saving Con on the battlefield, he had decided to walk away from the man he loved because he was sure that Con would never love him in return. On that day, the words that Gael had uttered about how Con felt toward him had burned into his mind and his path was set. Or at least that's what Ren had thought, until he was jumped upon and dragged down into Anzel's lair on one of the lower commander's sweep for slave labor.


  Things would have been different if he hadn't let it slip that he had served in the Agori army. When one of the guards had informed Anzel, things changed swiftly. Ren cursed his stupidity. He never suspected that one evening Anzel would have a drug slipped into his wine that would loosen his tongue and have him spilling not the military secrets Anzel was hoping for, but the feelings he had locked away for Con instead. From that moment on, Ren's life became a living hell.


  Ren curled into a ball, praying the pain in his heart would somehow ease. The last six months had nearly broken him. Countless beatings and constant verbal abuse had left Ren little more than a shell of his former self. Never thinking very highly of himself to begin with, Ren now felt lower than the dirt and rock he sat on. He hated that Anzel's words affected him so; yet he couldn't help agreeing with them. As Anzel had taken every opportunity to point out, how could someone as fine, as noble and strong as Constantine Aurelius want to have anything to do with him"…"a useless piece of shit""… that's what Anzel had called him, amongst other things. He could still hear Anzel's last vicious diatribe ringing in his ears.


  "Let me make this perfectly clear so that your little mind can understand!" Ren watched out of the corner of his eye as Anzel paced back and forth in front of him, caressing the paddle in his hands. After that one time of using the lash, Anzel had taken delight in finding clever ways of delivering excruciatingly painful beatings that didn't leave marks, at least not marks that wouldn't fade in time. Ren jumped as Anzel whirled and stopped in front of him bringing the paddle down to smack loudly in his hand.


  The shame and anger Ren felt over his fearful reaction caused his stomach to churn. Never in his wildest imaginings had Ren thought to be reduced to this, this mewling creature he had become. But the pain was so frequent and so fierce that he cringed from even the kindest of touch. Not that one ever found kindness here in this hellhole!


  Slowly, Ren felt himself slipping farther and farther into that quiet space where nothing and no one existed save Con. When the pain became more than he could bear he would let his mind go back to that night and their kiss. Sometimes that memory was the only thing that kept Ren from going insane.


  "Pay attention boy!" Ren felt the paddle fall across his shoulders with such force that the air was forced from his lungs and stars danced before his eyes. He felt Anzel grab his hair and pull his head up and then he was staring into the flushed and angry face of his tormentor.


  "Now listen to me you little bastard! You'll go to my brother's palace and ingratiate your pathetic ass back into Constantine's good favor. Do you hear me? You'll do whatever it takes to get him to trust you. The gateway between our realms is locked and he's the only one who holds the key! You'll have three days once they haul your pathetic ass off that mountainside to get that key from him."


  Ren licked his lips. "Three days? But that's not enough time! What if I can't? What if he won't give me the key?


  With a roar, Anzel let go of Ren's hair and slapped him across the face so hard Ren felt his ears ring. Dropping the paddle, Anzel grabbed Ren's head between his two hands and pulled his face close to his. Through gritted teeth, Anzel spoke the words that made Ren's heart grow cold.


  "If you fail, the beatings you've had these past few months will seem like child's play compared to the pain that the my guards will inflict. How long do you think that ass of yours will survive being passed around among my men? And don't think you can run from me! There's nowhere, NOWHERE you can hide that I won't find you! And when I do, you'll curse the day that whore spat you out of her womb!"


  Anzel threw Ren aside and swept from the room, barking an order to the guards to lock Ren away until it was time to deliver him to Gael. Ren felt the soldier's hands grip his arms and let himself go limp. Tears flowed down his face as he prayed once more that somehow death would find him and stop the nightmare his life had become.


  Ren looked at the palace in the distance. Once he was there, he was to open the gate and stand by as an assassin sent to ensure Lord Anzel's rise to the heavenly realm took away the only part of himself that had ever been good and true. Con…he was to betray Con. Ren dropped his head back down onto his knees and wept. Fear and despair raged within him and the decision to carry out Anzel's orders once more hung over him like a death sentence.


  ****


  Con stood staring out the window located behind his desk. From this height, the soldiers sent to retrieve Ren looked like little more than ants crawling along the mountaintop. The decision not to accompany his men had been a relatively easy one for Con. He knew that in order to avert any crime that had been planned, it would be important to re-establish his authority over Ren immediately and in order to accomplish that he had to be in firm command of his emotions.


  Con knew that had he gone down the mountain with the soldiers nothing on earth could have prevented him from scooping his boy up into his arms and kissing him until both of them were breathless. Even now he could feel his heart beat faster at the mere thought of it. Ren, I missed you so much. Will you believe that? Will you believe me when I tell you how much you mean to me…how much I have come to love you?


  Con shook himself hard and drew his thoughts back to the problem at hand. He knew that Anzel had not released Ren on a whim. He was curious as to what story Anzel had cooked up for the boy in order to convince him that Ren wasn't still under Anzel's hold! He also shuddered to think of how Anzel might have forced Ren into doing his bidding. The thought of his boy suffering caused the bile to rise up in Con's throat.


  Con couldn't stop his thoughts from shooting straight to the question of what kind of torture Ren might have suffered. After all, how many times had he and Gael attempted to free Ren from Anzel's grasp? Too many to count. Each time, somehow Anzel knew they were coming and the boy was hidden from sight, spirited away as if he were a ghost, always out of reach. The repeated failures to rescue Ren had left Con with little doubt that there was a spy in Gael's palace. Someone was reporting back to Anzel, although Con had yet to discover whom it was. Even so, he and Gael had come so close to freeing Ren the last time. Con relived the absolute frustration he had felt as he watched their final rescue attempt fall to pieces before his eyes. As Con looked down at the line of the soldiers below he thought back to that disastrous night, and heard Anzel's laughter ringing in his ears once more as if he were still standing right beside him.


  He and Gael had left their small army of guards at the entrance to Anzel's palace with strict instructions that if they did not return within the pre-arranged time the soldiers were to come in after them. Gael was adamant that he and Con could make quick work of this rescue alone; and since so many other attempts had failed, Con was willing to give in to Gael's decision. They had managed to sneak past the outer guard and were on their way to Anzel's private dungeon where they had last heard report of Ren being held.


  "Con, can you tell which door leads to the dungeon?"


  Con edged his way along the corridor, clinging to the wall and moving as silently as possible. He and Gael worked together like a well-oiled machine, anticipating each other's moves. But this next part was tricky; if Con tried the wrong door it would alert Anzel and his guards to their presence and their rescue mission would be over before it began. There were three options in front of them and unfortunately, their source could not tell them which led to Anzel's private little torture chamber.


  Con wiped a bead of sweat from his brow and sent up another prayer to whatever god was listening that this time they would be successful and free Ren. The boy had been in Anzel's grip for over 4 months now and Con couldn't stand to think about what the boy may have been subjected to during that time! He had to focus on the mission at hand. Dwelling on what shape Ren might be in after this long in captivity only served to distract Con from the plan. Get in, find his cell, extract the boy and get out. It was that simple yet so fraught with the possibility of failure!


  "Con, over here—I think I've found it!"


  Con turned toward Gael and moved quietly until he was at his side. They looked at one another. Then, nodding his head, Gael turned the knob and eased the door open. What they saw inside froze them in their tracks. The room was dimly lit and ice cold. Back in one corner they could make out what appeared to be something hanging from the wall. When Con moved closer he heard Gael gasp, and then felt his friend reach out to grab his arm. It was then that the little bit of light in the room seemed to flare and the shadow on the wall morphed into a person…a young man…Ren.


  Ren was tied to a cross of sorts. Two beams shaped like a T held the boy fast. His arms drawn wide and pulled painfully tight, his legs lashed firmly to the beam. His head hung down, his hair all matted and his body filthy. Con could see the bruises across his chest and arms as if someone had beaten him with a board or paddle. With a growl, Con wrenched his arm free from Gael's ironclad grip and strode across the floor. Just as he reached Ren, lights flared more brightly in the room this time and Con stopped to shade his eyes against the glare. Then he heard it. A laugh…Anzel's laugh echoed through the room and as Con turned toward the malevolent sound the door to the cell swung shut and three guards stepped in front of it.


  "Well, look at this Renwyn, someone has come to visit you. What, nothing to say to your visitors? Oh dear, how rude of you. Perhaps a little drink might rouse you to say hello to these nice gentleman!"


  As if on cue, one of the guards tossed a bucket of water at Ren's head and shoulders, drenching him. It must have been ice cold for the boy gasped and reared back, trying to escape the flow that now dripped down his body. The water however had the desired effect. Ren raised his face to squint at the men who stood in the room. When his eyes found Con, they fluttered in recognition and a sob escaped his open mouth.


  Con lunged forward, stabbing the guard holding the bucket in the chest. From the corner of his eye, he saw Gael draw his weapon and begin to parry the oncoming thrusts from the blade the other soldiers held. Hoping that Gael could hold his own against the pair, Con sheathed his sword. Quickly snatching up the dagger from his belt, he slipped it under the ropes that lashed Ren's right arm to the crossbeam. Just as he was about to draw it across the lashings, he heard Anzel laugh again. The sound sent a shiver down Con's back and made Ren flinch and then struggle like a madman as he tried to get loose from his bonds. Con ignored the threat that Anzel's laugh implied and began to saw frantically at the ropes.


  He was so intent on his job that it was not until he felt the press of cold steel at his throat that he realized they were in danger of being defeated again. As Con risked a glance over his shoulder, he saw that Gael was also in a similar predicament, being held at blade point by the one remaining guard he had left standing; the other having obviously dispatched by Gael's blade. Con's stomach hit the floor as he realized that it was Anzel who held the blade at his throat and, in that instant, Con knew that his disregard of Anzel as a viable threat might have placed all their lives in jeopardy. The rescue mission had failed.


  Pulling the dagger free, Con leaned in and whispered in Ren's ear: "I'm sorry boy, I'm so sorry."


  "Step back Constantine, NOW!" Anzel pushed Con away from Ren, momentarily dropping the blade from his throat. With a snarl, Con lunged at Anzel and shoved him up against the stone wall, forcing his blade arm against the sheetrock and causing the weapon to fall from Anzel's hand.


  "Don't you ever touch me again, Anzel or so help me I will make you eat your fingers one by one right before I run you through!"


  Out in the hallway, a clamor could be heard as several of Anzel's men rushed toward the door, only to be met outside the room by Gael's men who had decided their Commander had been gone far too long. Using the distraction to his advantage, Anzel grabbed Con by the throat and shoved him toward Gael, while drawing a second dagger from its sheath at his belt. Con stumbled backwards and fell to his knees on the uneven floor. Anzel glanced at Gael and spoke.


  "You have one chance and one chance only to stop the bloodshed before it begins brother. Take your watchdog and leave or I'll give the order for my men to attack. Can you live with that, brother? The fact that you'll be the one responsible for the slaughter of your men?"


  Con snarled once more and made as if to lunge at Anzel a second time but Gael grabbed him. "Leave it Con. Can't you see we're at a stalemate here? The boy must be left behind or more blood will be shed and this time it could be Ren's as well." Anzel opened his mouth to speak, but Gael shot him a venomous look and Anzel wisely held his tongue.


  Speaking in soothing tones, Gael eased Con slowly back toward the door, keeping an eye on the guard the entire way. Turning the handle to let the door swing open, Gael shouted to his men to step down. Anzel followed quickly behind with a barked command of his own. Soldiers on both sides retreated, yet remained alert and wary of each other. Gael continued to drag Con backwards into the corridor, their swords raised and their eyes diligently keeping Anzel's guards in sight. Right before Anzel closed the door, Con saw Ren look up and with a silent plea stare directly into Con's eyes. Con felt his breath hitch in his throat as he stared into the face of the boy he loved.


  "Ren, you listen to me, I'll be back! Do you hear me Ren? I'll be back to get you! Be strong boy; be strong for me, Ren! Don't lose hope!"


  The door slammed shut in Con's face as he turned and stumbled into Gael's arms. The men, defeated and worn, left the palace and the boy behind.


  ****


  Constantine rubbed at his eyes pushing back the threat of tears. It wouldn't do for anyone to see him like this, emotional, not in control. Two more months had passed with no opportunity arising for them to make good on their promise to Ren. And now, here he was close enough to touch once more. Con stepped away from the window and tried to prepare himself mentally for the meeting that was about to happen.


  In preparation for Ren's arrival, Con had ordered that a bed be set up in the small room next to his own. He had instructed the servants to have a full bath at the ready, complete with salts that would soothe aching flesh, as well as a tray of simple meats and cheeses set up in the study. A fire had been laid and mulled wine simmered, giving the air in the room a sweet and heady aroma. Con recalled Ren favoring that type of wine once upon a time.


  All was ready, now he waited. Con ran the order of his opening dialogue over and over in his head. While he knew it was critical to re-establish his authority with Ren, a part of him could not help but want to put the boy at ease as well. After all, the faster he could get Ren to trust him, the sooner he could push the boy to divulge the plan Anzel had devised for him to carry out. If only the last six months had never happened. Con could imagine how a much different scene would play out this night. Oh if only he could write the script for the next several hours…he knew exactly how he would have wanted the evening to unfold…


  Ren would enter the room in a soft robe, his hair still damp from the bath. He would be hesitant at first, unsure of his welcome perhaps, but Con would set him at ease right away.


  "Ren, come sit down here by me. Did you enjoy your bath? Was the water warm enough for you, boy?"


  "Yes, thank you Con it was wonderful. It's been so long since I've had such a luxury…I…well…I wanted to thank you for thinking of it. The bath, I mean, thank you for thinking to have the bath ready…I…


  "Hush, boy. It's all right Ren, no thanks are necessary. Come sit down here by the fire and eat some of this food. Cook prepared it especially for you."


  Con would then motion to the seat next to him and watch as Ren slowly lowered himself to sit. Con would then share a meal with the boy, perhaps placing morsels into his waiting fingertips or even possibly pressing them directly to Ren's lips. Ren would open easily, using his tongue to capture the bit of meat and draw it into his mouth.


  Hesitantly, as if approaching a nervous thoroughbred, Con would reach out and brush the hair away from Ren's eyes. His boy would tense at first and then, with a small sigh, allow his head to fall into Con's hand. Slowly Con would slide down to cup his cheek. Leaning in, Con would whisper to Ren asking him for permission to rub his shoulders and back. Ren would comply willingly, turning slightly and dropping his robe down off his shoulders to let it pool at his waist right above the sweet cleft of in his cheeks that still glistened with a fine watery sheen.


  Con would reach out and massage those tense shoulders, rubbing continuously down the muscled back to the narrow waist. Ren might moan then and lean back into Con's firm hands, laying his head against Con's shoulder. It would take just a turn of his head and then Con would be kissing that sweet mouth, brushing his tongue against the sealed lips, hungrily seeking entrance. With a muffled cry, Ren would twist his body and push himself onto Con's lap, perhaps reaching up to grasp Con's head and pull him further down into the intense kiss.


  From that point on the only noises that might be heard would be those of Con murmuring how much he loved Ren and Ren responding with his own vows of love in return. Con would take the boy right there on the lounge, pushing away the downy robe to bare the beautiful body of his lover. He would kiss the silken flesh, golden and smooth, bathed in the glow of the fire; first, nipping lightly at his neck, then the rosy nipples that would harden under his skilled tongue and teeth, and finally diving lower to lick at the milky cum oozing from the long slender cock. Ren's back would arch as moans tore from his throat. His head would thrash from side to side as Con's tongue would continue to press gently against the glans and tip of the hardened flesh, finally being devoured into Con's hot and hungry mouth. Ren would scream just once as Con continued to work the rigid cock in and out of his mouth, licking and sucking until Ren was incoherent with ecstasy.


  Then, using just one finger, Con would dip it into the bowl of oil so thoughtfully provided on the supper tray and begin circling Ren's clenched hole seeking entrance. As Ren continued to buck and moan, Con would slowly slip in one, then two, then after many more minutes, three fingers, each time brushing against that sweet little spot deep inside Ren causing him to whimper and thrust back in return.


  Finally, pushing aside his own robe, Con would slick his own dripping cock and position himself over Ren and quietly demand, "Tell me who you belong to, Ren."


  Ren would respond just faintly, "You, Con, you."


  Louder and more forcefully, Con would demand again, "Open your eyes Ren and tell me who you belong to!"


  Forcing his eyes open, and gazing into Con's with a certainty that shouted out his love, Ren would cry aloud, "You, Con, I belong to you."


  Con would push into Ren thrusting deep and stilling for just a moment to let his boy take it all in. When Ren's breathing eased, Con would begin slowly moving; in and out each thrust bringing them closer and closer to the edge, until with a mighty shout, Con would cry out, "Now Ren, come for me now boy!"


  Ren would arch off the lounge and cry aloud, creamy ropes of cum shooting from his pulsing cock. Feeling the clench of his boy all around him Con too would orgasm, shouting out Ren's name as his hot cum filled his lover.


  Con sucked in a shaky breath. Oh god, if only that could be how this night could play out. That was how it should be, how it should've been those six long months ago. There never should have been a separation between Ren and Con. But that was all merely wishful thinking. A daydream that now had no chance of becoming reality. Constantine knew that a far different ending would be in store for him and Ren. Too much time had passed to even hope that Ren continued to feel any emotion at all for Con. Coupled with the fact that Con had repeatedly let his boy down by failing time after time to rescue him from that hellish place; it would be nothing short of a miracle if Ren could even look Con in the eye.


  With a sigh of frustration, Con moved away from the window to his desk and tried to pull his fragmented thoughts together enough to focus back on the report the regiment captain had given him yesterday. The reports had detailed in length all the investigation that had gone into ascertaining the identity of the spy that lived within the palace walls. If there were a breach in palace security, Con would find it. Now that he had his boy back, no one would threaten Ren ever again.


  ****


  Con shook his head at the direction of his thoughts. He should be focused on keeping the Gael safe, but much to his dismay his every thought seemed to be fixed on Ren and Ren alone. Any moment now his boy would be here and the endless torture of the last 6 months could begin to fade into memory. A noise in the hallway roused Con from his musings. A loud knock sounded on the door leading into his study.


  "Come."


  Con watched as the door swung inward and two soldiers came through bearing a blanket draped Ren between them. Con frowned as he took in the bare feet and the meager coverage the blanket provided. Cursing silently, Con berated himself for failing to remember to send clothing along for the boy. He had to be miserably cold and aching from the journey up the steep and rocky footpath that led from the mountain peak to the upper realm. At least he had thought to send along water and a bit of food for the boy.


  "One of you go and fetch some clothing—there's a kitchen boy named Jem who is about his size. And don't forget a pair of soft leather boots for his feet. They're no doubt much worse the for wear from the trek up the hillside."


  One of the guards quickly turned to carry out the order while the other remained, his hand gripping Ren's upper arm. Ren's gaze remained firmly fixed on the floor in front of him, frustrating Con to no end. He wanted to see the boy's eyes. Only then would Con have inkling as to what was going on inside that head. Con turned to the other guard and gave him a dismissive nod.


  "Beg pardon Commander, I'm under orders to remain with the visitor."


  "By whom?"


  "Captain of the guard, Commander!"


  "And I just gave you the order to leave. Whose order do you think it would be most wise to follow, soldier?" The quiet question held a note of threat wrapped inside its seemingly polite tone. The guard swallowed nervously and responded with a small nod, then turned smartly and marched out.


  Con sighed and took a step toward Ren just as another knock sounded on the door. Growling a curse, he strode to the door, yanking it open to glower at whoever was on the other side. The kitchen boy, who had come to deliver the clothing, took one look at Con's face, gave out a small yelp and thrust the bundle at Con. Bowing repeatedly he turned and ran down the hallway.


  Slamming the door shut, Con stepped back into the room and crossed to his desk, tossing the clothing down on top of it. Blowing out an angry breath Con ran his fingers through his hair, giving the blond length a painful tug in an attempt to clear his head and calm down. He heard Ren cough behind him and realized that the shirt and pants along with the leather boots were doing the boy no good lying in a heap on his desk. Snatching up the bundle he turned and locked gazes with the most beautiful pair of hazel eyes he could ever recall seeing.


  The two men stood for a moment, looking at each other. As Con watched, Ren seemed to withdraw, his eyes shuttering down, as if he wished to hide his soul from view. Then, much to Con's surprise the boy spoke, but his words fell like stones at Con's feet.


  "Are those for me? I suppose you'll be expecting payment for them if they are. I mean, as I recall the last time we stood together like this, I was a few short hours from becoming your pleasure fuck for the night. And that was the price for just a meal and some wine, as I recall. I expect leather boots will demand a much higher form of payment."


  Con stood, frozen in shock. What was the boy referring to? How could he not have understood Con's intentions that last night together? Did he really view what had happened, the promise that Ren would share his bed as something this base, this callous and cold? Con frantically searched his memory for any indication he may have given the boy that all he'd wanted was a casual fuck that night. He'd been sure the boy had known that after the kiss they had shared, the future could hold nothing but more...more friendship, unspoken loyalty, perhaps love. How had the boy so completely misread Con's intentions? Before he had an opportunity to set Ren straight, the boy strode forward and dropped to his knees in front of Con.


  Con watched in something akin to horror as Ren's trembling hands reached out to loosen the belt at his waist. Before he could place a hand over Ren's to stop him, Ren had tugged down the pants and freed Con's long cock. Under the gentle touch, Con felt himself begin to stiffen and finally understand the implications of what Ren was about to do. Was this then what it'd been like for Ren? Enduring a life that boasted of being nothing better than a whore who serviced Anzel's every whim, in payment for a few spare moments free of beatings and torture? As Con looked down at the man he loved kneeling at his felt, he knew he could easily kill Anzel at that moment without any regret. Instead, Con jerked himself backward causing Ren to land in a sprawled heap on the floor.


  The blanket that had covered Ren fell open revealing a body that was whippet thin and covered in bruises and old scars. But it was not only this that drew Con's gaze, because despite the cold tone Ren had used to speak with Con, his slender cock rose firmly upward and lay against his concave stomach, already oozing a drop of precum from its rosy tip. Ren was hard with excitement. Ren wanted him...lusted for him...and, god help him, Con felt his cock respond in turn.


  Quickly turning away before the boy could see the response of his traitorous body, Con clenched his fists and sucked in a harsh breath. Finally calming enough to trust himself, he cleared his throat and spoke aloud in a rough tone.


  "Cover yourself up, boy!" And before he could stop himself, the anguished words poured out, "What in god's name are you thinking?"


  Had Con been able to see how his words affected Ren at that moment, he would have knelt and gathered the boy into his arms with soothing words to reassure him that he was startled by what Ren had done and did not mean to intentionally hurt him. As is, the thought of how Anzel might have used his boy continued to burn in his gut, causing a flash of pure hatred to cross his face. Con knew he needed to regain some measure of control over his emotions so he remained standing with his back to the boy. Ren immediately withdrew deep inside himself, the hurt and pain of Con's snarled remark flashing for a moment across his face.


  Ren scrambled to his feet and hurriedly began to pull on the borrowed clothing. At the desk, Con closed his eyes and willed his frantically beating heart to slow. This was not playing out at all like he had intended. Con needed to get a grip and calm down now! Unclenching his fists, he reached out to the tray on his desk, picked up one of the goblets that held Ren's favorite wine and, fixing a smile on his face, turned to hand it to the boy.


  He stopped short as his eyes once more met Ren's, noting with dismay how they now blazed with a venomous hate. Oh god, what had he done? How could he fix this now? He had been so startled by Ren's reaction to the clothing. Silently cursing Anzel, Con straightened himself up. Well there was only one thing for it now. The boy needed to know that Con was still in control. That Anzel had no power here. The knee jerk reaction that turmoil always produced in Con rose up and he felt that old rigid air of authority settle itself about him, transforming his smiling mouth into a grim line.


  "That'll be enough of that boy!"


  Ren's eyes widened at the tone in Con's voice. Suddenly, as if the last six months of hell had never happened, Ren felt himself transported back to the battlefield and the oddly familiar comfort that his commander's orders gave him. In his feeble attempt to keep his joy at seeing Con and his love for him at bay he had chosen to act the part of the whore that Anzel had tried to convince him he was. Ren saw what a mistake that had been. Con was not Anzel. With a rush, Ren felt the old need to please his commander resurface; once again he was a soldier under his authority. The sudden rush to win back Con's affections, to see happiness replace the disappointment in Con's expression, washed over Ren. All he wanted was to be at this man's side once again.


  At his side…oh god, how amazing it was to finally be at Con's side. Everything within Ren cried out to him to fall into Con's arms and never leave them again. But would Con welcome him there? Ren looked up at the face of the man whose memory had kept him alive these last six months and gasped at what he saw there. Con's face had lost its former grim expression and now something else, so pure shone from his eyes. Ren felt himself take a step forward, saw his hands reach up and out toward Con, and saw Con's raise as well. Then they froze, in an achingly sweet tableau…neither one able to take the final steps…neither one willing to turn away.


  "I've missed you, boy."


  "Yes, sir."


  " You're home now, boy, you understand that, don't you? That you're home now with me?"


  Ren, fully entranced, took a step closer.


  "Yes, sir."


  "And no one, no one can take you away again. Do you understand boy? No one, ever again."


  "Yes, sir."


  Quietly, taking the last step needed to bring his body to stand right in front of Ren's, Con talked to him, reassuring him, soothing him.


  "We'll not speak of these last few months or of what just happened here, boy. That's all in the past. That's behind us now. We'll speak only of the future. You and I, together. That's as it should be. Just us and our future…together.


  Con reached out and gently caressed Ren's cheek, allowing all the love he felt for his boy to finally show in his eyes. Ren's eyes drifted closed as he felt the warmth and strength of that hand seep into his very soul. As he stood, every fiber of his being attuned to the man in front of him, Ren allowed his hold on all the pain and agony of the last six months to untether itself and begin to gently float away. Then, when he felt a warm breath on his face right before Con kissed him, and the last barrier to his heart gave way as he leaned into the kiss.


  "You'll ingratiate your sorry ass into Constantine's good graces… or you'll curse the day that whore spat you out of her womb…"


  Ren stiffened and tore his lips away from Con's as if they were on fire. What was he doing? Why had he let himself slip up like this? He needed to get away from here, from this man who held such sway over him. Ren knew that if he stayed in Con's embrace he would spill all his secrets and then the only chance to regain his honor and save Con would vanish like a puff of smoke.


  Oh yes, Ren knew exactly what the commander would do if Ren told him the mission he was about to perform. He would put Ren aside; try to keep him safe, and go after Anzel and the assassin himself. Ren couldn't let that happen. No, Ren would take care of Anzel on his own. He would steal the key from Con and unlock that door in three days' time. But instead of the docile whipping boy the assassin expected, there would be in his place, a soldier; a soldier who had fought side by side with the Agorian high command.


  Ren's plan was brilliant in its simplicity. He would take out the assassin and make his way down the pathway to Anzel's palace. All the time spent below had not been wasted. Ren had watched and secreted away the information he needed to make his way into Anzel's chambers undetected. While Anzel slept, Ren would slit the bastard's throat and then make his way back to the upper realm. By the time Anzel's body was discovered Ren would be far away. At worst, the suspicion of murdering Anzel would follow him and not fall upon Con. Con would be safe…the man he loved would be safe, that was all Ren had to remember. Ren could not fail, if he did, Con's life would be forever in jeopardy, and that was just not acceptable.


  The sound of Con speaking broke Ren from his reveries and he turned toward the agitated voice.


  "Ren, what is it? What's wrong? Did I hurt you? Fuck! I'm sorry boy! You'd think I was some great fool the way I'm acting. You've got to be exhausted. Look, I had the servants draw a bath for you—it should be heated by now. Why don't you go and relax. Have your bath, then we can eat and take some time to talk."


  Ren allowed himself to be led by the hand into the next room where a hot bath was waiting. Laying out alongside the tub was an array of soaps and sponges. A large towel and soft robe lay in one corner next to the bath. The room was lit with candles and the steam rose ever so gently from the surface of the water giving the room a warm glow. Ren could already imagine himself relaxing in the heat of the soothing waters. He took a step then paused and glanced at Con, asking permission.


  Con smiled and nodded at the boy and Ren began to slowly remove his borrowed clothing. When he sat on the edge of the tub to remove his boots, Con knelt down in front of him and grasped his calf in one hand, pulling the shoe off with the other. Con lingered for just a moment caressing Ren's flesh. He languidly stroked downward to Ren's ankle and then up again, this time under the fabric barrier. Ren stiffened as flesh met flesh and Con's hand glided ever upward until a finger gently scraped behind his knee. Ren gasped aloud.


  "Do you like that boy?" Without waiting for a response, Con rubbed his finger over the sensitive spot one more time, causing Ren to arch slightly off the edge of the tub. Con chuckled warmly and moved over to Ren's other leg, repeating his seductive actions. By the time Con rose to help Ren open and remove his pants, Ren's erection was clearly visible. Con's own eyes held a sheen of lust as he dropped both hands down to begin easing Ren's pants off his hips. As they fell to the ground Ren's cock rose upward as if straining to be touched by Con's rough warm hands. Once again, Con reached out with one finger, sliding it up along the velvety skin and letting it come to rest against the tip of Ren's achingly hard shaft.


  Ren shuddered and a small bead of cum oozed from the slit of his cock, catching on Con's outstretched finger. Swiping up the milky droplet, Con slowly raised his hand to his mouth and with eyes focused on Ren's, carefully licked his finger clean. Ren closed his eyes and trembled so hard it looked as though he might tumble to the floor.


  "Look at me boy." Ren's thoughts swirled and clashed within his mind. His once strong resolve to keep his distance from Con was rapidly dissolving. He mustn't give in to that rough demand, for he knew once he did, all would be lost and he would fall into those strong arms and never want to leave them. He could do this…he could be strong.


  "Ren, look at me boy. Don't push me away."


  Ren felt the hard shell around his heart crack and break and inside his mind he heard the whispered plea of his heart, just one time, please, just be with this man one time…one time to hold him and be held…one time to kiss him and be kissed…one time to feel alive and live. Ren opened his eyes. Con stood before him, with his hand held out in front of him, waiting for Ren's hand to take it. With infinite care, Ren placed his atop Con's and stepped forward, his bare chest pressing against Con's rough uniform.


  Gently kissing the top of Ren's head, Con led him to the edge of the tub and carefully helped him sit down in the fragrant soothing waters. For the next few endless moments, Ren hunched forward in the tub while Con lovingly washed his body. With long sweeping motions, Con bathed Ren, each time dipping lower and lower until the cloth in his hand brushed against Ren's rigid cock. Dropping the rag, Con closed his fist around the hot shaft and began long slow pulls, drawing deep moans from Ren. On and on, slide down, pull up, slide down, pull up, slide down, pull up, until finally arching backwards, Ren's entire body seized and began shuddering, cum shooting forth and incoherent sounds tearing from his lips.


  Ren dropped his head and the intimacy of the moment, the alternating pain and pleasure it had caused made him break down completely and suddenly great gulping sobs began to pour from his throat. Cries that spoke of long forgotten memories of love and innocence, kindness and comfort…all the things that had been withheld from Ren for so very long. Despite the soaking his uniform would receive, Con grabbed Ren up and pulled him from the bath, gently placing him onto his lap. Con's soothing voice said over and over, "Hush now boy, hush Ren. I've got you, I've got you. You'll never be alone in the dark again boy, never again. Not going to let you go Ren…not ever going to let you go."


  Ren sobbed one last time and then mercifully sank into the oblivion of sleep.


  ****


  Con sat in the deepening gloom staring at the boy huddled beneath the blankets on his bed. He could have just as easily carried the boy into the room that had been prepared for him and left him there to rest for the night. But after Ren had finally succumbed to exhaustion, Con could not bear to leave his side and so had brought him here instead. Con scrubbed at his face, passing his hands over his hair and dragging them down over his neck where he rubbed lightly. He had never been so emotionally drained.


  He could not stop the constant barrage of questions hammering away at his brain. What had Ren endured these last 6 month? How had the boy managed to live in that hellhole? What had Ren been forced to do to survive?? What evil had Anzel done to his boy? Over and over the litany of unanswered queries scraped against his mind, causing his head to throb and his eyes to burn. All the while Con grappled with the torment of the unknown, Ren too thrashed about in his bed as if pursued by the devil himself.


  How in god's name could he bring this boy back from the darkness that threatened to swallow them both alive?? Con looked back over the last several months and wondered again at how much Ren had come to mean to him. Always before, he had given any relationship with another man a wide berth, preferring to bed the willing a few times and then move on with no hurt feelings, no chance for anyone to form an attachment.


  That strategy had failed miserably with Ren. That night in his tent when he had promised the boy that, after the battle's conclusion, Ren would be his, had been burned into Con's memory. Since then, Con had waited and hoped that this need…this love for the boy would wane. Unfortunately it had only grown stronger with each passing day. And now the boy he loved had been reduced to a mere pawn in this endless lethal game with Anzel, all because Con could not keep his errant emotions in check.


  Deep in his heart, he knew that his pride…his desire to see Anzel kept in his place, to be humiliated and exposed for the heartless bastard he was, had fed Anzel's lust for revenge. It was Con's petty indulgence in seeing Anzel brought low that led to Ren's mistreatment and this thought caused Con's heart to squeeze painfully in his chest.


  Somehow, someway, Con knew he had to keep Ren from following through on whatever mission Anzel had forced upon him. Short of strapping the boy to his bed, Con was unsure of exactly how he was going to keep Ren from doing something foolish. He knew he was not mistaken when he had seen the love in Ren's eyes earlier. No, the odds were good that this boy wouldn't fulfill Anzel's demand. Regardless of what torture Ren had been subjected too, he was still the same honorable man Con had watched rise through the ranks of the Orestian army. Con knew that Ren would somehow find a way around whatever foul order he had been given and would then be foolhardy enough to go racing back to the lower realm to deal with Anzel himself.


  If there was one thing he knew, it was Ren and his bravery…his foolhardy bravery. Mix that in with just a dash of unwavering loyalty and you had Ren, a boy…no, a man who would be a formidable opponent on the battlefield. So the question that rose to the fore of Con's mind over and over again was how to stop such a man? How to keep Ren from dashing off to save Con and Gael and end up getting himself killed in the process.


  Con's attention was caught by Ren thrashing about on the bed and his sudden deep, keening cry. Con shivered at the note of terror in Ren's moans and moved to the bedside where he gently drew the hurting boy into his arms.


  "Shhhh hush boy, it's alright now, I'm here. I have you."


  Ren gave out another cry and then his eyes opened and frantically began to look about trying to make sense of where he was and who was holding him.


  "Con?"


  "That's right, Ren, it's me. Relax now it was just a dream. It'll be okay now. Here, lay back and lean against me; try to go back to sleep."


  "It was just a dream?"


  "That's right boy, just a dream."


  "But it was so real and, and… you were there. And I couldn't save you! Oh god, I-I-I couldn't save you, I tried, really I did. I tried so hard b-but it was so dark and so cold and there were chains on my arms and…"


  Ren's voice trailed off as his body began to shake uncontrollably and his eyes began to roll back in his head. Con recognized the seizure for what it was, sheer and complete panic. Biting back a curse at Anzel and damning his soul to hell, Con continued to hold the boy and rock him, all the time gently talking to him in a soothing tone. After what seemed like an eternity, Ren's body began to lose its rigidity.


  "No more Ren, that's all gone now, you're here with me. You're safe now. Do you hear me? You're home now and you're safe with me."


  "Safe?"


  "Yes, yes that's right, boy, safe…safe with me."


  Ren quieted, his trembling body gradually going still. As Con continued to rock him, Ren's arms slipped up around Con's neck and he laid his head on Con's shoulder. Con felt a hesitant kiss graze his neck and then another on his cheek and chin until, with the barest of touch, he felt Ren's soft lips touch his own. Murmuring gentle words of love, Con tilted his head down and took Ren in a deep kiss. Lips brushing against lips, mouths opening in surrender, tongues thrusting against one another in a duel as endless as time, the two men surrendered themselves to each other and to the love that flowed all around them.


  When they finally broke away from each other, Ren sighed and rested his head on Con's chest and then spoke quietly, asking a question that appeared to have been building within him for quite some time.


  "Why do you call me that?


  Con stroked the top of Ren's head, eliciting a sigh from the boy before answering. "Call you what?"


  "Your boy. Why do you call me your boy?"


  Con felt the breath catch in his throat. He knew why he had given the nickname to Ren but he was reluctant to share that knowledge with him. He'd begun calling Ren by the endearment shortly after he'd seen him in the stables saddling Con's warhorse. Ren had seemed so young, much younger than his 22 years. He remembered how Ren had never even hesitated when the huge horse reared and bit at him. He had laughed aloud at seeing him struggle with the mighty beast, watching as Ren cuffed the horse lightly on the nose saying, "Stop that you black devil!" So young and so fearless.


  From that point, every time Con spoke of Ren, he referred to him as the boy...slowly while in Gael's company, that had morphed into my boy. Con wasn't really sure when that had happened. It had been so gradual. All the emotions he now felt had crept up on his heart and slowly taken lodging there. Now, he couldn't remember a time that he'd considered Ren anything other than his...his Ren...his boy. Ren began to stir in his arms, reminding Con that he was patiently waiting for a response. Con nervously cleared his throat and tightened his hold before responding.


  "Do you remember that day in the stables?"


  Ren shook his head, looking up into Con's eyes with a puzzled look in his own.


  "Of course you don't remember, what am I thinking? God, boy, you have me so turned around it's amazing I can recall my own name."


  Ren smiled hesitantly, then seeing the glint of humor reflected in Con's eyes, he let his grin grow wider. Like a happy puppy he nestled back against Con and sighed contentedly. Con stroked his back, resting his chin atop Ren's head and let all the love he'd stored in his heart during those long hard months of separation color his voice.


  "I'm talking about that day when Charger, my horse, gave you such a rough time. I remember saying to Gael how I liked the new boy who was working in the stables. From that point on each time I saw you I would think to myself, 'now that's a fine boy, a brave boy...a beautiful boy.' I began to talk about you to the other officers and Gael. Damned men took to mocking me whenever I let slip the name I'd given you. After a while, that stopped and by then you had become known as Constantine's boy."


  "Con's boy", Ren whispered softly and Con, his heart near bursting with love, quietly kissed the boy's head and stroked his cheek.


  "I can't tell you when it happened exactly but I do know that your kiss that night before the last battle convinced me that I needed to make you my own."


  As if a light had been snuffed out, Con felt Ren stiffen and begin to pull away from his grasp. In response Con tightened his hold on the boy but to no avail. Ren thrashed about, saying, "Let me go."


  "Ren, what is it? What did I say?"


  Con held on, but it wasn't easy. Ren had somehow grown stronger during his time in the lower realm prison. Just as he was about to break completely free, Con's voice thundered over him in an angry command.


  "Stop that, boy!"


  Ren froze and then twisted around to face Con, his face red and his breath coming in panting gasps. Anger blazed in his eyes.


  "Let me go! You have no right to hold me. I've already been someone's fuck toy and I won't be yours."


  Con blanched at Ren's words but rather than let go, he tightened his hold on the furious boy. When Con spoke this time, his voice was firm and sure but held no censure.


  "I don't recall saying I wanted you for a fuck toy. Beware, boy, I'm a far cry from that bastard who's been hurting you all these months."


  "You're just as bad as he is! You use what you can and then toss it aside. What is it about me that appeals, Commander? Hmmm?? Is it the way I grovel and obey every command you bark at me? Well, having the shit beat out of you for months is good for something then isn't it?? As long as it makes me a better boy for the high and mighty Commander Aurelius!"


  Ren was nearly panting, his eyes blazing with unchecked fury and hate. Hate for Anzel and his harsh cruelty. Hate for the fact that he was used goods, not fit to sit at Con's feet much less share his bed. Hate at the weakness that even now threatened to send tears flowing down his face. He clenched his hands into fists and sat immersed in his anger, nearly vibrating with the need for someone to take him in hand and tell him that everything was going to be all right.


  "Who's poisoned your mind against me Ren? Tell me, so I can find them and bring them here and prove to you that I only want what's best for you, god help me, that I love you."


  "Love? Ha! You don't love me Commander." Con reared back at the venom in Ren's voice. "Just how many boys have you had?? Wasn't it you who prided himself in having 'a different boy every night'?? And I'm supposed to believe that somehow, from among all my illustrious peers, there's something special about me? Right! Well, listen to me Commander! I may be damaged goods but I'm not anyone's boy! Gah! I should have listened when Gael told me to forget you. He knew I was nothing more than an easy fuck to you. I should've never expected anything else."


  Ren's voice broke as the tears began to fall down his heated cheeks. Con's face reflected the shame he felt at hearing his own words, which he had once spoken with such pride, thrown back at him. ..."a different boy every night." It was true. Con had delighted in the knowledge that no one ever got close to him. No one until Ren, that is. Con felt a sharp and sudden anger rise up inside him against Gael. How dare he talk to Ren that way! Gael had no right…no right.


  Con stopped cold. What had Gael really done after all? He had merely been telling the boy the truth. Con felt himself shrink a bit inside as regret coursed through him. He dropped his hold on Ren, allowing the boy to step away. Ren immediately did so, only to stop and turn to look at Con, confusion apparent on his face.


  "What's wrong with you? Why did you let me go just now? Don't tell me the high and mighty Constantine Aurelius actually feels sorry about how he treated one of his epic fucks."


  With his head lowered so that it was nearly impossible for Ren to see his face, Con spoke quietly.


  "I let go because I don't deserve to hold you, Ren. You are, as usual, very perceptive and very accurate. You're right. I've prided myself on never having a relationship beyond one night. I've moved from one bed partner to another and reveled in the power it gave me. All I had to do was snap my fingers and someone would step up to share my bed. I thought I had the perfect life until you came along and showed me how very empty an existence I was living. You changed everything. You somehow pierced through all my illusions and saw the real me...and until a few moments ago, I thought that perhaps you had come to...well, never mind. I've no right to ask that of you."


  Ren struggled to remain angry at Con but the pain and regret so evident in Con's voice tore at Ren's heart. Did Con really regret his actions? Did he really want more from Ren than one empty night? Ren was so torn, so confused. The months of constant degradation, and the self-loathing brought on by Anzel's relentless torture burned deep in Ren's soul. How could this man possibly love him? And yet…the idea of being loved, of being cared for, of being something more than a body to be used by a vicious tormentor…it had such allure...held such promise. Ren felt every defense he had built up within him begin to crack and crumble. Without thinking he heard himself utter the words that might alter his very existence and actually save him…save his soul.


  "Go ahead, ask," Ren whispered, holding himself so very still, as if the slightest movement might break the fragile moment.


  Now Con looked up and his eyes shimmered with unshed tears.


  "I have no right to ask that you love me...that you give me just one chance to prove to you that the man you once knew no longer exists and in his place stands a man who would move heaven and hell to have you by his side."


  Ren stood, frozen to the spot. The pathway, that Con's admission prompted, opened up before him, and the decision it allowed for caused his heart to race and his palms to sweat. Here was his chance. He could destroy this man sitting before him. He could take the heartfelt declaration of love and smash it to bits with just one word…no. He could keep this man and his love at a distance and concentrate on the plan, the plan that would keep Con and Gael safe from Anzel.


  If he rejected this man right now, it would give him the much needed reason to keep Con at a distance and there would be no possible way that Con would want to follow him. He would be able to kill the assassin, murder Anzel and escape and Con would be safe from the constant threat of Anzel's assassination attempts. The man he loved would be safe. All he had to do was turn away. Deny his feelings for Con and leave him alone, here in the dark.


  In the dark…Ren remembered the dark…remembered how the thought of one day seeing Constantine, of holding him, of loving him had kept the terror at bay. He knew how that thought had sometimes been the only thing that kept him from going insane in that hell. That it had kept him alive when death would have been the preferred choice. But even as each of these thoughts ran through his mind, Ren saw himself move, stepping closer, his hand reaching out to caress Con's cheek, his lips molding against Con's in the gentlest kiss.


  Drawing back, Ren dipped one finger in the lone tear that slid down Con's face and touched it to his mouth and with that small gesture it was as if Ren had unleashed all the passion he and Con had stored up since their last night together so long ago. Con grabbed Ren's head and crushed his lips to his, moaning aloud. Their tongues battled and their hands tore feverishly at the clothing that kept skin from touching skin. Shirts were torn apart and thrown aside, followed by trousers being pushed downward and then kicked away. Hands roamed over heated flesh while tongues continued to tease and duel for control. Breaking off, Con kissed a long line down the side of Ren's neck, pausing to suck at the tender skin beneath his ear as Ren gasped and shuddered.


  Continuing down that long slender column, Con finally kissed and sucked his way to Ren's chest, where he captured a rosy nipple between his teeth and tugged gently causing Ren to throw his head backwards with a loud gasp, and his hips to buck forward. Con worked the tiny bud, biting and licking and then gliding across Ren's bare, smooth chest to capture the other between his teeth as well. Drawing back, Con paused at the black marks he could see coloring Ren's pale chest. Hesitating, he traced one finger lightly over the bruised flesh and then looked up into Ren's eyes seeking permission, everything within him wanting to mark the boy as his, yet fearful of hurting him.


  Understanding Con's reluctance, yet needing with everything inside him to have Con's marks cover the evidence of Anzel's vile attempts at mastery, Ren gently pushed Con's head down to his chest. Caressing the silky hair, Ren murmured, "please Con, make me yours." With an answering moan, Con sucked hard, pulling up a bruise beneath the surface of Ren's skin. A whimper sounded from Ren's throat as the boy's hands feverishly stroked Con's head, and his passion rose to a fever pitch.


  Con continued his assault, leaving a trail of hot kisses down Ren's torso. Ren's hands moved restlessly against Con's back and shoulders, as if trying to smooth away the months of yearning and need. Finally, Con knelt down and drew a long slow lick from the base of Ren's cock to the sensitive tip, kissing it almost reverently. Ren let go of a gasping half-sob, overwhelmed by the tenderness of the motion.


  Con continued to lick up over the tip of Ren's cock and back down the underside along the sensitive vein and hard hot flesh. His tongue delved into the slit and fucked it slowly while his hand wrapped around the base and began fisting it up and down. The long smooth gliding motion caused Ren to writhe and whimper under the onslaught. Pausing for just a moment, Con let the reddened tip slip from his mouth and spoke.


  "I want you Ren. I want to feel myself inside you, taking you, loving you." Con raised his head to look up at his boy, his eyes full of passion and just a glimmer of pleading. "Will you let me do that, boy? Will you let me love you?"


  Ren placed his hands on either side of Con's beautiful face and leaned down to kiss his lips, tasting his own musk and getting further aroused with the knowledge that it was his scent that marked Con. "Yes", he breathed out, "yes, oh god, Con, please."


  Con rose and crushed Ren to his chest, peppering his face and neck with kisses. Slowly he drew the boy toward his bed and pressed him down onto the soft surface. He stood by the side of the bed looking at the magnificent creature beneath him. Then reaching into the drawer of the small bedside table, Con drew out a vial of oil, and climbed onto the bed with Ren. Pouring some of the oil onto his fingers he leaned down and began to kiss Ren's neck and chest, pulling the tight nipples into his mouth again, alternately biting and sucking until they were hard and erect. At the same time he reached down with one well-oiled finger and began to slowly circle Ren's tight hole.


  Rubbing a slick path around Ren's sweet pucker caused it to flutter in anticipation and need. Con then pushed in with just the tip of one finger and began to fuck his boy, going in just a little deeper each time. Working his mouth down from the thoroughly teased nipples to the treasure trail where he suckled the tender flesh, Con reached his final destination, Ren's leaking cock. He used his tongue to swirl around the tip, licking up the drops of precum. Ren began to move beneath him, moaning and clutching the blanket in his fists.


  Con worshipped the boy's cock, drawing long slow licks across its slender length and then drawing just the tip into his mouth, pulling and sucking until it was rigid with need. Ren whimpered and finally gasped out a breathy plea, "Please, Con, please."


  Pulling off Ren's cock, Con growled out, "Say it, boy, tell me what you want, say it out loud."


  Ren moaned and moved restlessly, his hands grasping hold of Con's shoulders, pulling him down on top of him. "Fuck me, Con, oh god, please, please, fuck me!"


  In response, Con pushed his finger up inside Ren seeking out the tiny nub that would send his boy to the moon. When Ren whimpered and thrust his hips into the air, Con added a second finger and began to gently move them in and out, pushing against the gland inside over and over again. Bending once more, Con swallowed Ren's cock to the root, and began a slow, long sucking motion up and down causing Ren's hips to lift off the bed and frantically pump into the air. Seconds turned into minutes, endless minutes as Con lovingly brought his boy to the edge of climax, each time withdrawing his fingers from that hot wet hole just enough to thwart completion.


  By the time Con added his third finger, Ren was moaning incoherently and Con's dick was so hard he felt like he was going to explode. Unable to resist any longer, Con slid his fingers free and, after quickly drizzling oil onto his thick cock, he pushed into Ren, thrusting long and deep, giving a guttural cry when the muscle closed around his aching cock. So tight...so good. Both men moaned and Con paused to let his boy adjust to the full feeling. When Ren began to push against Con, he knew it was the signal to move.


  Now Con began to rock in and out of Ren's body, gasping each time at the delicious pull on his cock. Ren began to plead with Con, "More, oh god, more Con, harder, harder, please, please." He whimpered out his needs and met each of Con's hard thrusts with one of his own.


  With sweat dripping from his brow, and the need to thrust reaching erratic speeds, Con reached between their bodies and grasped Ren's dripping cock in his fist. After just a few hard, short tugs from Con's hand, Ren arched his back and came with a shout, shooting milky jets of cum onto Con's chest. Con's rhythm faltered and went out of control. He bucked and slammed against Ren's ass, driving Ren's body hard until Ren's muscles squeezed all around his cock finally drawing the climax out of him. Matching his boy's cry with one of his own, Con fell forward, just barely catching himself in order to avoid crushing Ren beneath him. But his boy had other ideas, and with both arms reached around Con and pulled him down, and kissing him passionately.


  Drawing back gently, Con pushed the matted hair off Ren's sweaty brow and kissed the boy's mouth one more time. Quietly, almost reverently, Con talked to his boy and told him everything that was in his heart.


  "I love you, boy, more than life itself. No one will ever take you from me again. You're mine. Do you hear me Ren? You're mine, forever."


  Ren burrowed his head into Con's chest and sighed. After a moment, Ren spoke.


  "I love you too Con. Can I just stay here tonight? Can I stay here with you?"


  Con stroked Ren's head and pulled him closer, tucking him neatly into his side. He wrapped himself around Ren and whispered in his ear, "Always, boy, always."


  The night moved in and they fell asleep in each other's arms.


  ****


  Over the next two days Ren discovered anew all the many things he loved about Con. From the long walks outdoors among the lush gardens of Agori to the fleeting nights spent in each other's arms, the time flew by. Mornings were spent with Con, reading or writing. But it was the nights that Ren looked forward to the most and not just because of the lovemaking either. No, it was the moments after their passion was spent that Ren held dear. Those moments when he would lay in Con's arms and feel him stroking his back, kissing his lips, those were moment Ren kept close, glorying in them and how they made him feel…so loved…so cherished.


  From their shared meals to their playful moments, Ren managed to forget the task that loomed over him, until it all came to a sudden halt on the morning of the third day. That was the day Ren saw the note lying on the luncheon tray and felt the long cold hand of the lower realm reach out and grab him by the nape of his neck.


  The morning had passed by much the same as the previous two, except for the fact that Con had to leave Ren alone while he went out for a brief meeting with Gael.


  With Con away, Ren had time to indulge in his favorite pastime, reading. Con, who was also a lover of books, had an extensive library and evenings always found the two men sitting, one in a chair, and the other at his feet. As the evening wore on, Ren's head would fall to the side to rest on Con's thigh and Con's hand would slide down to stroke Ren's hair.


  The day had begun with Ren reading, much like the evening before except that Con was away…and the palace spy had been waiting for just that moment to remind Ren who really owned him. Jem, the kitchen boy had come to deliver the food prepared for Ren and Con.


  Jem knocked on the outer door, waiting for Ren to open it so that he could deliver the luncheon tray and get back to the kitchen. The cook had been in a nasty mood all morning, even going as far as insisting he, himself, set up the tray for the Second in Command, a job that Jem normally did each day. Now all Jem had on his mind was to deliver the tray and return downstairs to have his own lunch and then his much cherished hour outside, but Ren was taking forever to answer the door! Just as Jem raised his hand to knock again, Ren yanked the door open with a big smile, which instantly deflated upon seeing that it was only Jem standing at the door.


  "Oh, I thought the Commander had forgotten his key but it's only you. Come in."


  Jem nodded and moved into the room, going directly to the large table that sat off to the side. Placing the heavily laden tray in the middle, he began to pour a goblet of wine leaving the second one empty, as obviously Commander Aurelius was not in at present. Turning to Ren he bowed and made to leave the room.


  "Wait, what's this?"


  Jem looked over his shoulder to see what Ren was talking about and noticed the folded paper Ren was holding. Turning completely around to face Ren, Jem shrugged his shoulders, remaining silent. Ren opened the note. Whatever was written there caused his face to drain of all color. He staggered forward a step and clutched the edge of the table, which prevented him from falling. Jem swiftly crossed the room and grabbed Ren by the arm, guiding him to a chair, and then turned to retrieve the goblet of wine and return with it for Ren. Pushing it into Ren's hand, Jem reached for the note, merely with the intention of laying it on the table next to Ren but the man went wild, snatching it back and crushing it to his chest.


  "Don't touch it!"


  Jem froze, fully aware that any perceived disobedience on his part would earn him a sound lashing from Cook. Bowing his head, Jem stood very still, trying not to tremble. He listened to Ren's harsh breath and wondered exactly what the note had contained to make the young master so incredibly upset.


  "You honestly have no idea how this got onto the luncheon tray?


  "No, Sir."


  "Who prepared the tray this morning?"


  "Twas Cook himself, sir."


  Jem heard Ren gasp. He raised his eyes briefly to glance at Ren who was once more staring, but not at Jem. No this time Ren was staring at the goblet of wine Jem had placed in his hand earlier when he helped him to sit down. He looked as though he might find a coiled snake in the bottom of the cup. As Jem watched, Ren shuddered and put the goblet on the table, pushing it far away from him and then stared once more at the note, a look of fear and loathing crossing his face. Jem waited uncertainly, not knowing if he should leave or stay. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity to Jem, Ren sighed and shifted in his seat, dropping the note unto his lap.


  "Thank you that will be all. You may go now."


  The sound of defeated resignation in Ren's voice tore at Jem's heart. Without thinking, Jem reached out a hand and laid it on the shoulder of the young man, only to recoil it just as quickly when Ren flinched and shrank from his touch. With a haunted look, Ren's eyes fixed on Jem's and for one moment there passed between the two boys an understanding that went beyond words.


  In that tortured glance, Jem saw a kindred soul who had also lived on the edge of despair, trapped in an existence somewhere between heaven and hell. Jem recognized the desperation and longing in Ren's face. He had felt it many times before. He, too, had lived in that land where the shadows held danger and the nights were a nightmare all unto their own…Nephali. Jem had spent two long months in that hellish place and he recognized a fellow survivor when he saw one.


  Ren lowered his eyes, breaking the moment. "Please, just go." Jem bowed his head once more and moved to the door. Risking one last glance behind him, Jem saw Ren drop his head into his hands, his body bent in half, rocking in silent, wrenching sobs. Jem felt his throat tighten and tears threaten his eyes as he opened the door to the hallway and slipped out.


  ****


  Ren prowled the study like a restless cat. The note, now a crumpled mess, remained fisted in his hand, a physical reminder of the job that lay before him in just a few hours hence. Ren stopped by the window and looked down. He could see the place where he'd sat just two days before. How much he would give to be back there so that he could just throw himself off the rocks and end this whole damned thing. Ren nearly whimpered in frustration.


  Wild thoughts raced through his mind, each one discarded as another took its place. Perhaps he should just go, try to escape. Yes, he could run, run away from the damned note in his hand and the course of action it represented. Ren stopped and shook his head at the craziness of the idea. Even if he could get past the guards at the end of the hallway, there was no way he could get out of Agori on foot, Con would find him before he even made it to the gate. Sighing with frustration, Ren placed the note on the desk and slowly began to smooth it out, forcing himself to read it once more.


  Three days pass quickly by…


  But perseverance is the key


  For without it all is lost


  And little boys are left in the dark


  The note was nothing more than a riddle at first glance, more nonsensical gibberish than fear-inducing warning. However, Ren saw the note for what it was and it made his blood run cold.


  Three days pass quickly by…a reminder that this was the third day and he had to act.


  But perseverance is the key…his mission—to get the key that hung around Con's neck every waking hour and was bound to his wrist when he slept.


  For without it all is lost and little boys are left in the dark…If Ren failed, Anzel would find him and then…Ren began trembling all over, his hand shaking as he grabbed the wine and poured some into his goblet. He threw back the drink and shivered as the warmth of the alcohol flooded his throat and chest. Crumpling the note up once more, he crossed the room and threw it into the fire that was burning in the hearth. He watched as it caught and burst into flame, bright blue and then golden yellow, and he was reminded of the Commander's eyes and of his hair.


  Hair, that just last night, Ren recalled gripping in his two hands as he came and came and came, the force of his orgasm ripping him out of this world and thrusting him into a place where time stood still and all there was in that moment was being filled with Con, beautiful Con, and the magic of their loving. How could he walk away from that? From the man he loved more than life itself? And yet he had to if he was to save Con…and Con must be saved at all cost, even if it meant death for Ren.


  Ren looked at the chair that normally held his lover. He knew what he had to do. Ren walked into the bedroom he shared with Con and looked around. Finally his glance lit on the very thing he would need. With a heavy heart, Ren crossed to the bedside table and picked up the vial that contained medicinal herb that enhanced sleep. He remembered how Con had shown it to him their first night together. He'd wanted Ren to know he could use it if he had trouble falling asleep. It had sat there ever since. Finally it would get some use. Sighing, Ren turned and went to prepare Con's drink for the evening, the one he sipped every night right before he made love to Ren.


  ****


  Ren clutched the key in one hand as he felt along, near darkness shrouding the outer wall, looking for the break that would let him slip into the narrow alleyway that led to the gate. Anzel had beaten the directions to the gate into him night after night until he was not only black and blue but also certain of the path. Very few people knew the alleyway and so Ren had no fear that he would be discovered.


  The trip out of the palace had been remarkably easy once he had drugged Con. In fact, Ren was surprised at the near non-existence of posted sentries. He refused to dwell on it however, instead looking at it as confirmation that he was doing the right thing. Ren found the entryway to the dark passages and slipped inside, pausing to catch his breath and get his bearings.


  It was a short journey through to the gate. If Anzel had held to his part of the deal, then the guards that normally held post on the Agorian side would be hot in pursuit of a disturbance outside the gate further down the wall. He would have just a few minutes until the relief guard moved into place. Ren shuddered to think of the poor soul who would be sacrificed as bait for the soldiers. Anzel cared for nothing and no one, so the loss of life was merely collateral damage in the quest to see his brother and second in command dead by morning.


  Well not this time Anzel. This time you'll be the one to suffer. Ren gritted his teeth with renewed determination and pushed on through the dark, narrow passageway. A flash of light at the end of the alley caused Ren to dive back into the shadows. While he stood, trying to still his frantically beating heart, the light flared again and its flickering glow caused Ren to recall the light of the fire that he had laid in the hearth just a few short hours before.


  Ren placed the last log onto the slowly burning fire and knelt back, once again wishing that this night didn't have to take place. He felt a rough hand caress the top of his head and the steadiness of the strong legs as he leaned back into their warmth. Con's hand dipped down and caressed his cheek, drawing Ren's head up so that their eyes met. The love he saw reflected there almost made him blurt out the entire plan; but instead he bit down hard on his tongue and allowed himself the pleasure of reaching up to wrap an arm around Con's body, holding him close.


  "I missed you, boy."


  Ren closed his eyes as a shiver of need rose in him at the sound of his lover's deep voice. Con grasped Ren by the arms and pulled him upward, allowing Ren's ass to slide against the hard cock that lay against Con's thigh. As soon as Ren was on his feet, Con wasted no time, grabbing his hips and drawing him close to press against Ren's firm backside with a gentle thrusting motion. Ren twisted in Con's grasp and turned himself around to face Con. Reaching up he grabbed Con's face and pressed in for a bruising kiss that spoke of need and passion.


  "I see you missed me as well," Con chuckled softly, reaching down to stroke Ren's firm cock through his trousers. Con gave Ren another quick kiss. Breaking away, he sighed and moved toward the sideboard where the wine was stored and picked up the glass Ren had poured for him earlier in the evening. Before he could take a sip, Ren panicked, calling out, "Wait, no, how could you leave me here? Can't you see what your touch has done to me?" Ren use one hand to tighten the fabric of his trousers and show off his semi erect cock. "Don't you want me, Con?"


  Ren half-sobbed out the words desperate to somehow freeze this moment and keep out the impending nightmare he was to be a part of later. A look of concerned bemusement passed briefly over Con's face as he put the goblet back in its place and moved to take Ren into his arms, kissing the side of his head and whispering soothing sounds. Ren sighed and burrowed deep into Con's chest.


  'What's this, Ren? Did I stay away too long? Did something happen while I was gone?"


  Ren's mind froze at Con's words. He couldn't let Con discover that Jem had delivered a note to their room earlier in the day. Cursing his weakness, and determining to push through with his plan, Ren reared back from Con and forcing a smile onto his face, tried to speak words that would allay Con's worries.


  "No, nothing happened Con, nothing at all. I just missed you, that's all. I'm sorry. I was just being foolish. Go, sit in your chair and I'll fetch your wine."


  Con hesitated for a moment, his sharp eyes taking in the flushed cheeks and slightly fevered look in Ren's eyes. Ren forced himself to breathe deeply and slow his racing heart, silently sending up a prayer that he looked calmer than he felt. Slowly, Con smiled and Ren felt himself heave a sigh of relief.


  "Only if you'll join me in that drink."


  Ren nodded and stood on tiptoe to kiss Con's cheek. Turning away, he hurried over to pick up the two goblets of wine as Con went to take his seat. Ren brought the wine to Con and placed the goblet in his hand, and forcing a smile he did not feel, the boy offered a toast.


  "To Con, may he have a long life filled with everything he desires."


  Ren watched as Con raised the goblet to his lips and drank deeply from the tainted wine. His stomach lurched and he felt the bile of betrayal rise in his throat. Moving jerkily, he sat at his customary place, on the floor at Con's feet and gulped down his own wine, hoping it would calm his nerves and give him the much-needed courage to face the rest of the night.


  "Must I tell you again, boy, that I have everything right here?" Con rested his hand on Ren's head clearly indicating that Ren was indeed everything he desired. As Con rumbled on, slowly sipping his wine, Ren took one last touch of comfort from the man he loved and rested his head against Con's strong muscular thigh. After several minutes, Ren felt the hand petting his head slow and finally stop, abruptly dropping down to hang off the side of the chair. Con had finally succumbed to the sleeping draught and passed out.


  Slowly Ren rose from his resting place and gathering up his dagger, slipped the key from around Con's neck. Con murmured and thrashed his head only once before sighing and falling back into a deep sleep. Ren stood for a brief moment, staring down at the man he loved. Gently he bent and placed a soft kiss on Con's lips. Turning to face the door, Ren choked back a sob and left the palace to return to the lower realm one last time.


  ****


  Con stood in the shadows watching the alleyway, waiting. It had taken some fast maneuvering and the use of a hidden back stair but he had managed to leave the palace before Ren and come to the most likely place Ren would use to approach the gate. Con smiled to himself as he recalled how easy it was to convince Ren that he had "passed out" due to the sleeping herbs Ren had put in his wine—the herbs that were actually a harmless plant that did nothing more than give the wine a sweeter taste.


  The meeting that day with Gael had been to inform him that Con was almost positive Ren would have to make his move soon. Con knew that the boy would never hurt him but he also knew that in his desperation he would need a way to ensure that Con did not try to stop him or follow him; so Con had merely given Ren the means to do the job he needed to do. After carefully placing the vial of "sleeping" herbs on the small table near the bed, he began to drop a few remarks about their usage and Ren took the bait.


  As a result, Con now waited for his boy to appear. He had made the decision that he would keep his distance unless Ren got into trouble and then he would intervene. Gael had not been happy when Con told him that he wanted to allow Ren's plan, whatever that may be, to play out. Gael wanted the boy stopped. Gael was worried that allowing Ren to move independently of Con and his men would put Ren at unnecessary risk. Despite Gael's concerns, Con knew that Ren needed to do this...needed to stand up to Anzel. If Con intervened, he would effectively render the boy useless and Con knew well that a man could not survive if he believed himself to be a coward.


  So Con stood in the dark, ready to watch over his boy, waiting to fight at his side should Ren need him. Finally, Ren stepped out of the alleyway, glanced to the left and right to check that he was unobserved and then made a quick dash to the locked gate. As Con watched, Ren conversed with whoever was waiting on the other side. Con's heart leapt into his throat as he watched Ren pull the dagger from his belt and unlock the gate.


  From his vantage point, Con had a front row seat to what took place next. After Ren unlocked the gate, he took a step back, and positioned himself right on the other side of the entrance. By standing close to the unlocked gate, Ren forced the assassin to squeeze through the narrow opening. Once the assassin began to push his way through Ren grabbed the man pulling him into a one armed embrace and placed his dagger against the fleshy part of the neck, slicing neatly across the man's throat.


  As blood poured from the mortal wound, Ren raised the dagger once more and plunged it directly into the man's heart. Con couldn't help but wince at the overkill. Keeping his hold on the body even as it tried to slide downward, Ren dragged it through the gate and toward the narrow mountain pathway. Con, seeing his opportunity, ran forward, nipping in beside the opening, just in time to see Ren's next move. Before releasing the corpse, Ren retrieved his dagger and then stepped back, his own chest heaving from exertion as he pushed the body off the pathway and into the deep ravine below.


  Ren doubled over, vomiting the contents of his stomach onto the ground, visibly shaken by his actions. Con forced himself to remain hidden, although every fiber of his being pushed at him to go and grab Ren up into his arms and hold him tight. However, if Ren was ever to live without the haunting memory of Anzel and the torture he had received at the man's hands, he must be given the chance to complete this mission. Con reminded himself once again that he would only intervene when it was apparent that the boy's life was in danger. Until then he was a mere spectator…a witness to the boy's last attempt to regain freedom from fear.


  Ren stood upright, spat one last time upon the ground and began to make his way down the path to the lower realm. After a brief moment, Con slipped through the gate and followed him.


  ****


  Ren's heart was beating faster than the wings of a hummingbird. He was just a few meters away from the entrance to Anzel's palace and he was being followed…by Con. He wasn't quite sure when he had become aware of the fact but he knew the exact moment when he recognized that the person trailing him was Con. A slight breeze had lifted the air and carried with it a faint scent that had not been there before. Con's scent. He would recognize it anywhere, that musky smell that was all Con.


  So now Ren had a decision to make. Continue on the planned route to Anzel's lair or veer off the path, using his speed and agility to lose Con amongst the twists and turns of another lesser-known entryway into the lower realm. Without a second thought, Ren knew what he must do to keep his hardheaded lover out of harm's way. In a sudden and swift move, Ren shot to the left, leaving the path and plunging headlong into the brush that lay along the side of the pathway. Running as silently as possible, Ren picked up the faint markings of an old trail and followed it swiftly into the deepening copse of bushes and trees.


  As he ran, the sound of footfall behind him grew fainter and fainter until he was positive that he had put enough distance between himself and Con allowing for him to stop for a moment to draw breath and ease the stitch in his side. Pausing briefly, Ren doubled over, gulping in huge lungfuls of air. When he was able to breathe more freely, he took off again, this time at an easy jog until he came to the mouth of the cave that marked the lesser-known entryway into the lower realm. With a final backward glance, Ren stepped into the gloom toward the waiting arms of the madman he had come to kill.


  ****


  Con retraced his steps for the third time, wondering again at how Ren had managed to elude him. He sighed in exasperation and turned one more time toward the main entrance to the lower realm. There was nothing to do now but try to make his way inside without being detected and hope he found Ren before Anzel did. A shiver of worry prompted Con to move more briskly through the outer maze of rooms and hallways. Thankfully, Gael had managed to get to their source within Anzel's palace to let him know Con might need his help, making this the easy part. Con had used the man previously to help him gain access to the palace during the many rescue missions for Ren. Con only hoped that this trip didn't turn out to be another one of those.


  Con pushed that thought away. It wouldn't do to have his focus waiver now, not when he had such limited time to find Ren and pull him out of here before Anzel discovered them both. He did not relish the idea of trying to convince the boy to come away with him. He knew Ren could be stubborn, even more than Con himself, but he wasn't going to let that stand in the way of ensuring his safety. No, Ren couldn't face Anzel alone; that would be disastrous.


  It had always been Con's intention to let the boy have his way until they reached the palace of the lower realm. Once there, Con's plan was to actually keep Ren from ruining his own life by taking Anzel's. While Con would like nothing more than to see Anzel die for what he had done to Ren, he did not want to see the boy locked away in Nephali for the rest of his life. Gael had made it clear at their meeting that Con was responsible for the boy's safety and for making sure that Ren's hands were kept clean so that no blame could be leveled against Ren for Anzel's death.


  "If this idea of yours goes south, I don't want the final result to be the convening of a tribunal to discuss Ren's guilt for my brother's murder. Do you understand me?? You keep that boy from doing anything stupid Con or so help me you'll answer to me and it won't be pretty!"


  Con understood all too well what Gael was trying to tell him. If Ren killed Anzel there was no way either he or Gael could save the boy. Despite Anzel's less than stellar reputation, Gael's brother was still a powerful man and his death would have to be answered for in a court of law. The assassin would no doubt be either imprisoned for life or sentenced to death. Either way Ren would be lost to him.


  Con swore silently to himself. He never thought the boy would give him the slip, yet here he was, alone, and trying to hunt Ren down before he did something they'd all regret. Keeping to the shadows, Con moved with cat-like agility through the maze of rooms and hallways until he found himself standing in the throne room.


  Normally this would be the last place Con would have thought Ren would confront Anzel, given that anyone could walk in and that guards were more likely to be found in the common area; but apparently he was mistaken for right in front of his eyes he watched Ren drag the Lord High Commander into the room and throw him into a chair. Anzel's hands were bound in front of him in a rather haphazard binding, his face all bloodied and bruised.


  Ren didn't look much better himself. Con noticed that his lower lip was split and bleeding and his shirt was torn and filthy as if he'd been rolling around in the dirt. In his hand, Ren held something that looked like a paddle made from a solid piece of wood. At least it looked like a paddle. Con was unsure as to why Ren was holding the thing at all. Then Ren spoke and all the answers began to fall into place.


  "What's it feel like to be tied up, and under someone else's control, Anzel? How does it feel to be beaten and treated like an animal? Do you like your paddle now, Anzel?? Let's see, what was it you used to say about your favorite toy? Hmmm? Ah yes—I remember now. 'One day you'll beg me for the paddle, boy!' Isn't that what you would say as you beat the shit out of me Anzel?? That I'd come to love it…beg for it?? Well, let's see if that works for you as well, shall we?? Maybe if I beat you enough you'll begin to cry and plead and fucking whine until I take it to your back and beat you senseless. What do you say, Anzel—should we try that?? No? Ah, are you afraid? The high and mighty Lord Anzel scared of a common bastard?? Isn't that what you used to call me Anzel?? A common bastard?? Well, you should be afraid, Anzel, very afraid."


  Anzel glared at Ren, a sneer crossing his face, then he pursed his lips and spat at the boy. Dropping the board, Ren lunged at the man, grabbing him around the throat, his hands squeezing tight. Con watched as rage overwhelmed his boy, contorting his face into one that Con had never seen before, the face of a stranger. This is what six months of torture and degradation had done to Ren; it had caused the birth of this animal that now pushed its way to the surface, taking Ren over so completely that the boy Con loved was barely discernible.


  Con stood and waited, willing Ren to regain his self-control. He didn't want to intervene yet. Con had hoped that by confronting Anzel, Ren could somehow excise the demons that haunted him and begin the long process of healing. He was no longer sure that allowing Ren to do this was the wisest decision he had made.


  As Con watched, his boy's stance changed. Ren seemed to stumble. Then Anzel was standing, pushing Ren backwards. Anzel was free. Somehow while he and Ren had been struggling together, Anzel had grabbed Ren's dagger. Con noticed the cut ropes hanging from Anzel's wrists and the dagger glinting evilly in his hand.


  "ANZEL!" Con shouted out the name, hoping that it would startle Anzel and stop his hand even for a brief moment. Anzel ignored the shout and fell to one knee crouching over Ren who appeared stunned and lay unmoving. The boy must have hit his head when he had fallen.


  "Why don't you leave the boy and come play with somebody your own age? Or am I a bit too much for you to handle, Anzie?" The look of pure hate that Anzel shot at Con would have stopped a lesser man in his tracks. But not Con. He started walking slowly, almost casually, steadily closing the distance between himself and Ren. Every thought in his body focused on getting between Ren and the dagger.


  "You'd like that wouldn't you Con, to distract me from the boy here?? No I don't think so…I don't think I want to play with you today. I have a broken little sparrow to take care of right now. I think I might just wring its neck and put it out of its misery."


  Then Anzel smiled and the look made Con's blood run cold. As Con watched in horror, Anzel raised the dagger and then quickly plunged it downward aiming straight for Ren's heart. Ren' body spasmed upward with the impact of the blade and then collapsed to the floor and lay deathly still.


  "NOOOOOOO!" Con threw himself the few remaining feet right at Anzel's head. Grabbing hold of Anzel, he pulled the man away from Ren, the dagger coming free, still clutched in Anzel's fist and now dripping Ren's blood. Con knocked the dagger from Anzel's hand and then fell on him, beating Anzel across his head and chest. The two men grappled, first Anzel gaining the top position, then Con, cuffing Anzel on the head and twisting his body forcing Anzel to roll beneath him. The back and forth motion continued for several minutes, each man landing blow after blow on the other's head and torso. Finally Con was able to thrust Anzel away and roll, pushing himself up to his knees.


  The roll placed him directly next to Ren and the dagger that had been knocked from Anzel's grasp when Con had first tackled him. He could see the blood that coated the blade of the dagger and the sight of it filled Con with unspeakable rage. With a murderous cry, Con snatched up the dagger and turned to plunge it into Anzel's thigh just as the man was about to leap on Con once more. Howling with pain, Anzel dropped to his knees. Con pushed him down and moved up to straddle Anzel's hips, holding him down with one hand while gripping the dagger in the other.


  Con snarled, "If it were possible I would make your death so slow and painful that you would be begging me for release in the end. But even that would be too good for the likes of you, you murdering bastard. So, I suppose this will have to do."


  Con raised the dagger and stabbed Anzel in the heart. As Anzel fell back, Con withdrew the blade and leaned down over the fatally wounded Lord of the lower realm. He traced the tip of the dripping blade over Anzel's heaving chest. Rather than cooling his rage, stabbing Anzel had somehow morphed his anger into a tightly coiled bundle of white-hot fire that burned through Con's body, making him quiver with need. A need to see Anzel suffer for all he had done to Ren.


  "What's it like, Anzie, to know that your life is ebbing away as you lay there unable to do a thing about it?" Con dug the tip into the wound on Anzel's chest causing him to cry out and jerk upward in pain. "Well, before you close your eyes on this world, remember this." As Con spoke the next words he slowly pushed the dagger into Anzel's chest once more. "If Ren is truly dead, as I suspect he is, no realm in heaven or hell will give your spirit rest. I will follow that black soul of yours into the bowels of hell to torment you." Con withdrew the dagger once more, reveling in the death rattle he heard coming from Anzel's throat. Giving into the violence in his heart one last time he raised the dagger above his head and with eyes blazing roared at the dying man below him. "This is for my boy!"


  Now Con gave over to the rage within him and with near gleeful abandonment began to stab Anzel again…and again…and again. Con seemed unable to stem the tears flowing down his cheeks or halt the downward motion of the dagger. Blood splattered his face and neck, his hands grew slick with it. Were it not for the small gasp he heard behind him, Con might very well have lost his mind to the bloodlust he was in the grip of at that moment; but that small noise pulled him back into reality. Dropping the dagger Con turned and scrabbled his way toward Ren. Despite the fine sheen of blood that coated most of Con's upper body as well as his hands, he reached out to touch the sweat slicked brow of his lover. Tearing off his jacket he pushed it against the wound on Ren's chest. Somehow the blade must have missed the heart.


  Ren's eyes fluttered open slowly and looked directly at Con. Con held his breath, his heart threatening to burst from his chest as joy at the thought that Ren was alive coursed through him. Ren tried to speak.


  "Shhhh, boy. Save your strength."


  Ren raised his hand weakly and motioned for Con to come closer. Con bent down until his face was right next to Ren's.


  "Anzel"


  The whispered name was nearly inaudible but Con understood what the boy wanted to know…needed to know.


  "Dead, Ren. He's dead. He can't hurt you anymore."


  Ren sighed and closed his eyes briefly. Then they flew open once more and a strange light blazed in them as he struggled to breathe. Con could not hold back the unchecked tears that flowed from his eyes. In his heart, the joy he had initially felt turned to dust as he realized that Ren must be dying. Ren's lips were moving again. Continuing to hold his jacket against the wound in Ren's chest, Con dashed the tears from his eyes and cheeks with his other hand and gave himself a mental shake. It would not do for the boy to see him like this, filled with tears and sadness in their last few moments together, not when his boy had brought such joy to his life.


  Con leaned in, wrapping his free arm around Ren's shoulders, drawing him close to his chest. He listened closely to the words his boy spoke. Ren's final words. Words that Con would remember…always.


  "You…always you. My light…my heart…my love. Never…never forget…never forget."


  "Shhh boy. Enough…it's enough. Rest now…rest here with me…I'll never leave you, Ren…you're my boy…my beautiful boy…always."


  Con looked down at the head that rested against his breast…the pale face turned toward his…the eyes full of love. He wondered how he could go on living if his boy died. Then Ren smiled at him…and Con's heart stopped at the breathtakingly beautiful sight.


  "Love…Con…love you…always."


  Ren's eyes closed and with a sigh his head fell forward, his body slumping against Con's. Ren's heartbeat grew fainter. Con lowered his head until it rested against Ren's soft curls. He would remain here with his boy until he passed over, for Con was convinced that was Ren's fate…death. Con closed his eyes…and finally succumbing to his grief, wept.


  A few minutes later, Gael and half the army of the upper realm swept into the throne room. He stopped and held up his hand for the soldiers to halt their march. As the men of the upper realm looked on, the only sounds in the throne room was the broken sobs of their second in command and the faint, shallow breaths of a dying Ren.


  ****


  Epilogue


  Con sat by the window, his gaze wandering over the mountain ranges below. A wistful look graced his face as he recalled the day he saw his boy, naked as the day he was born, sitting on the craggy surface. It seemed so long ago…a lifetime really. Con reached up and rubbed his leaking eyes, silly old man, losing himself like this in memories.


  He let his thoughts drift…and as always, they drove straight back to the throne room…and that terrible day two short months ago…


  Gael grabbed hold of Con's shoulder, careful not to jostle the boy that Con held in his arms. "Con, give over now. Let the surgeon take the boy. Con, you have to let Ren go! Let the man take a look."


  Con was nearly insane with grief. How could Gael possible think he could release his boy to anyone? The boy was his. No one was going to take him away from Con, no one!


  "Commander Aurelius, let go of that soldier now!"


  Somehow, the barked order from Gael managed to penetrate the fog of Con's grief and he felt the age-old call to comply. Straightening his shoulders, Con turned and handed Ren to the waiting medic and his assistants. Gently they removed Ren from Con's bloodied arms and placed him on a waiting stretcher and then moved swiftly from the room to the surgical suite. Right after Gael had seen Ren's condition, he'd called for Anzel's personal surgeon and instructed him to ready the surgery for Ren. It took only one look at Gael's expression to ensure that the surgeon would provide the best medical care possible. After a quick examination the surgeon had pulled Gael aside and told him that Ren's blood loss made his chance of survival uncertain at best. Time was of the essence if Ren was going to be saved.


  Gael reached down and grabbed Con's arm, helping him to his feet. While Con stood, limbs trembling from exhaustion, Gael checked him over, making sure that the blood which painted most of Con's body was not his own. Finally satisfied that his second in command was uninjured, Gael looked into the face of his best friend. The despair he saw there nearly made him pause; but he knew that was not what his friend needed right now. No, Con needed routine, discipline, and a job to do. Gael knew that the man standing in front of him would break wide apart and perhaps never come back to himself if he was allowed to remain trapped inside his grief.


  "Commander, secure the area and then return to the upper realm. Clean yourself up and report to my chambers for a debriefing."


  Con drew himself up and nodded his head in acknowledgement. Turning on his heel, he looked for the captain of the guard from the upper realm and then issued orders for the containment of the palace. Then turning away, he moved toward the door, stopping briefly to look down at the pool of blood on the floor. Con swayed for a moment, his face blanching and his body trembling. Gael moved to his side and grabbed his elbow, leaning in to whisper in Con's ear.


  "Steady old boy, steady. There's still hope for Ren. Trust me Con; everything humanly possible is being done to save your boy. Now go. Go and wash away the blood and try to rest. We'll meet later."


  Con raised his eyes and looked at Gael. Resignation clouded his face. Gael's heart nearly broke at the expression of absolute despair that crossed his friend's face. Con closed his eyes briefly and seemed to reach deep inside himself for the final reserves of strength and determination needed to move on. Gael watched his friend as he once more straightened up and walked away. Gael looked down at the blood pool and shook his head. Time to go check on Ren's prognosis and see if a miracle was for sale this day.


  ****


  Ren lay still and small on the bed, hovering between life and death. Con sat at his side, his hand wrapped around Ren's. Gael wasn't sure that Con was even listening to the surgeon as he spoke in hushed tones. But a closer look revealed the rigid line of Con's back and the tense shoulders that belied the empty expression on Con's face.


  "We did all we could. Only time will tell now. He's young and healthy so there's a chance but I wouldn't get my hopes up, either of you. He lost a tremendous amount of blood. You can stay for a few minutes but then I'm going to insist you leave, the less he's disturbed, the better chance he has for recovery."


  Con snorted at the surgeon's words and without turning around to look at him, said: "The better chance he has of even surviving is what you're really saying isn't it, Doctor? And that chance is slim at best."


  The surgeon looked at Gael who shook his head. He sighed and simply said, "Ten minutes, no more." With that final directive, the surgeon left the room.


  Gael moved toward Con and reached out to rest his hand on Con's shoulder. Con angrily shook it off and turned, snarling at Gael, "Leave off Gael. I'm not some fucking soldier's wife who needs your pity. I heard what the surgeon didn't say. He doesn't think that Ren is going to survive. I know that. Now can you just fucking go and leave us be. I'd like to say goodbye to the boy without an audience."


  Gael hesitated, wanting to speak, wanting to say something to comfort his friend, to allay his fears. But the words stuck in his throat. He couldn't lie to Con. They had never once lied to one another in all the years they'd been friends. Each of them had insisted on always speaking the plain unvarnished truth…it was the cornerstone of their friendship. The physician had given them little sign of any hope. Gael turned, and with a sad glance over his shoulder, left the room.


  As soon as he left, Con sighed and dropped his head onto the bed, the weight of the last few hours crushing down upon him. He wanted to say so much. The words were there but somehow every time he tried to utter them they stuck in his throat and threatened to choke him completely. He needed to tell Ren to hang on…to fight…to come back to him.


  However, the longer he rested his head the more he could feel himself beginning to drift. Finally, without uttering a word, he fell into a fitful sleep where nightmares of a future without Ren tormented his dreams.


  Con pushed away the sad memories and looked out the window one more time. If he squinted his eyes just so, he could make himself believe that Ren was still there, sitting with his knees drawn up, arms wrapped round them, his head resting on top. Everyone once in a while, when the day had more than its share of burdens, Con had to admit to desire to return to that time…when all the violence had yet to touch them. He bowed his head, a tiredness creeping over him, pulling him under. Suddenly a warm hand touched his shoulder and Con straightened, his heart leaping at the familiar contact.


  "What are you staring at, old man?"


  "Who are you calling old?"


  "You, Commander Aurelius!" A soft chuckle followed the formal title. "Con, you look exhausted. Why don't you lie down and rest?"


  Con began to protest, negating the idea that he needed any type of special treatment. While recent events had taken their toll, he found that too much time without anything to do left him unsettled and anxious. He'd much rather keep active then lie about letting his thoughts dwell on the past.


  "Don't shake your head at me. You know as well as I do that the men don't have maneuvers for your review until later today, and besides you could do with a spot of relaxation. God knows after these last two months you deserve it!"


  Con knew that Gael felt he had earned the rest because of his part in the resulting fervor caused by Anzel's death. So many proceedings had been convened to investigate the murder. So many reports submitted. So many explanations given, all for the purpose of clearing Ren's name. And it had succeeded, all the work had paid off but it had left Constantine completely drained. He gently removed Gael's hand from his shoulder and rose to his feet, stretching briefly. Turning, he looked into the eyes of his best friend…his Commander. The love he saw there warmed his heart and brought a smile to his face. Gael returned the look with one of his own.


  "I know we rarely speak of our friendship Gael…"


  "There's a good reason for that Con. You know as well as I do that we sound just like a pair of old women once we get started going down memory lane together."


  "Only when we're drinking."


  Gael arched a disbelieving eyebrow at Con. Con had the decency to appear sheepish.


  "Perhaps some other times as well."


  Gael chuckled and grabbed Con about the neck, pulling his friend close to rest his forehead against Con's for a brief moment.


  "You're the best man I've ever met, Con. You know, don't you? That if it had been within my power, you never would have had to endure what happened down there in that hellhole, right? You know if there had been any way for me to save Ren from…"


  Con gripped his friend by the shoulders and drew him back, looking into his eyes.


  "It's over and done with now Gael. There's no need to go over it again, it only leads us to places in our hearts that neither of us want to examine too closely. "


  Gael reached out a hand and cupped his friend's cheek, giving it a gentle pat. The two friends nodded slowly at one another, understanding that the beauty of their friendship meant that no more words needed to be spoken. They understood each other completely and had made peace with the past. Breaking away Gael turned and strode toward the door, tossing a final command over his shoulder to his faithful soldier.


  "Get some rest, Con, and that's an order!"


  Gael swept through the door, leaving Con behind. Slowly Con turned toward the bedroom, his feet dragging a bit more slowly, exhaustion finally claiming him.


  He entered the darkened room and took note of the softly glowing lamp in the corner. With quiet steps he moved to the side of the bed and sighed. The figure in the bed moved slightly. Brown curls fanned out around the pale cheeks that lay upon the pillow. Con's eyes moved slowly down the long, lithe body, that lay beneath the blanket, taking note of the one hand that rested on top. Gently he reached out to trace a finger across the silver band that graced the fourth finger. Con's ring. A token that had been given to him years ago by Gael after their first battle together. Now his boy wore it as a way of marking their first battle together…Ren's battle for freedom from fear.


  The boy stirred slightly and his eyes fluttered open, sleepily. Con's breath caught in his throat at the beauty of those hazel eyes and the sweet expression of love he could see mirrored in them. Ren smiled and lazily reached out to take Con's hand in his own.


  "Con."


  The boy pulled his weary warrior down onto the bed and wrapped himself around him, sighing. Con pulled Ren close, stroking his curls, listening to the heavenly sound of his breathing. Gently, he kissed the top of Ren's head and closed his eyes. As he drifted off, he said to Ren:


  "Sleep now, boy."


  And the boy did.


  THE END
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  WITH THIS RING


  by Jeff Erno


  Jason hated the trade shows, not so much because of the work that was involved. The requisite preparation for each show was exhausting—hours of late night planning sessions, customizing the software, splicing together unique Power Point presentations. And then there was the physical labor that was associated with the set-up and disassembly of their displays. But all these things were simply part of the job. It wasn't any one of these things that Jason hated.


  He hated the tension he felt with his father. Every single time they got close to another show, his dad would start getting edgy, snapping at everything Jason said. Every suggestion was challenged. Every attempt to please the man was futile. Jason felt frustrated and angry, and then he'd begin to get short-tempered himself.


  There wasn't any logical reason for his father to be so nervous about these shows. The company always did extremely well, usually netting three or four new clients and a plethora of prospects. He suspected there was more to the situation than what his father let on, but it was hard talking to the man. He was so closed-mouthed about everything.


  Dad had been that way for the past ten years of Jason's life since Jason's mother passed away when he was only fourteen years old. That had been a rough time for both of them, and it should have brought the two of them closer together. They were all the family each other had.


  Instead of bonding with his son, Robert Mathers poured himself into his work. Jason never felt as if he was wanting for anything, at least in terms of material possessions and the basic necessities of life. There was always food in the house. Dad always made sure he got to school every day, monitored the progress he was making in his classes. Jason was clothed and provided for in every way a typical middle-American teenager would be.


  But Jason's dad had grown bitter. He'd become a bit of a recluse, singularly focused on his profession. It appeared to Jason that his father acted out his life like a robot, an automaton, mechanically performing the tasks that were required of him with no emotional connection to anyone or anything. Robert Mathers had died himself when his wife passed away, and now he existed as merely a shell.


  The only time Jason's dad really showed any emotion was when he was angry, and the trade shows seemed to be the one thing that pissed him off most. At least this one would be local. They wouldn't have to travel, and Jason hoped that this would alleviate some of the stress.


  He felt his cell phone vibrate in his pocket, pulled it out, and saw it was his dad. "I'm here," his father's gruff voice came through the receiver.


  "Be right down, Dad," Jason said.


  He hurried to gather up his belongings—one large suitcase and two laptops. The rest of the materials were already in the back of the van. Jason had loaded everything the previous evening, before leaving the office. He figured that would be one less thing his dad had to worry about.


  "Jesus Christ, Jase," his dad said as he opened the side door of the van to stow his luggage, "we don't have all day. Get a move on!"


  Jason rolled his eyes and exhaled, turning away so as not to look the man in the eye. Mentally he began counting, one, two, three… It was going to be a long day, and he didn't want to start it with an argument. "Sorry," Jason said, "but don't worry, Dad. We have lots of time. The setup for the show doesn't start til 10:30, and it's only 9:15."


  "Well, if I gotta go somewhere late, I'd rather not go at all." It was pointless to argue with him. Jason climbed into the passenger seat.


  "Don't forget, we have to swing by the printers to pick up those brochures."


  "I got the brochures yesterday," his dad said. "Didn't you pack them?"


  "Um…nooo. How was I supposed to know you'd picked them up? I definitely would have packed them, if you'd just told me."


  "Oh for God's sake!" his dad shouted. "Now we have to go ten miles out of the way and backtrack to pick the fucking things up from the office. I wish you'd get your head out of your ass."


  The office was actually 3.8 miles from Jason's apartment, a five minute drive. Jason didn't bother correcting his father, though. Nor did he comment on the way the man was speaking to him. Jason knew his dad was just stressed, and it was probably a good thing he was snapping at Jason rather than at his peers—or worse yet, his clients.


  When his father pulled into the circular drive at the office, Jason hopped out. "I'll get em," he said. He rushed inside and found the box of brochures on his father's desk. When he returned to the van, his dad was calmer.


  "Sorry I snapped at you," he said.


  "It's okay, Dad. I know how freaked out you get about these things…"


  "I'm not 'freaked out', whatever that means."


  "I mean you're all worked up. Stressed. But you should just relax. We've got everything covered, and that latest program you designed is gonna knock everyone's socks off. You'll be a huge success."


  In reality, Jason had done more work on the software program than had his father, but Jason was trying to think of anything to lift his dad's mood. For the past two years, Jason had done most of the programming, but he didn't mind. For well over a decade—thirteen years, to be precise—his dad had managed the company on his own. He and a partner had started the business during the dot-com bubble of the late nineties. It was risky at the time, but they'd made a go of it. They were hugely successful actually.


  Shortly after the death of Jason's mom, his father split with his business partner. Jason was young at the time and grieving the loss of his mother, so he never really knew all of the details about what happened between his father and Glenn Braeburn, the now estranged business partner. What Jason did know was that it was very much a sore spot with his dad. The mere mention of Glenn's name sent his father into a tirade. Whatever the falling out had been centered around must have been serious.


  "Dad, we're way early. Why don't you pull into this Starbucks? I'll buy us a cup of Joe."


  His father glanced at the digital clock on the dashboard and grunted. He slowed the vehicle, engaging the turn indicator, and pulled into the Starbucks parking lot. Jason was checking email on his phone when they stepped up to the counter. He glanced up at the barista and smiled, casually placing his standard order in a rather disinterested tone. "Venti non-fat caramel macchiato, please."


  "Don't you have just regular coffee here?" His father said in an accusatory tone, as if a crime had been committed.


  "Yes, sir," the young man behind the counter nodded. "What size?"


  "Uh… medium."


  "Dark roast, medium roast, blonde, Kona…?"


  "Regular!" his father snapped. "I said I just want a damned regular cup of coffee."


  Jason felt his cheeks getting hotter. "Medium roast, grande, please." The barista, who was much closer to Jason's age, smiled at him and nodded.


  "Not a problem. Eight forty-seven, please?"


  "Eight bucks for two coffees?" his father exclaimed.


  "I got it, dad," Jason said, pulling out his wallet.


  As they took a seat in a corner booth, Jason's father was still grumbling about the price of the coffee. Well, the idea that a relaxing cup of java may steady the man's nerves didn't seem to have worked too well. Jason decided to try another tack. If all else failed, talk shop.


  "We've got a great shot at picking up some heavy-weight clients with this new software," he said. "Don't you think?"


  His dad sipped his coffee, making a face as he did so. Jason didn't know if the drink was too hot or if his dad just didn't like the taste. "Yeah, I really do," his dad said. "Jason, I know I've been on edge lately, but I've got to tell you, I'm so pleased with your work. I'm so proud of you."


  Jason smiled at him sincerely. "Thanks, Dad."


  "And if your mother were alive today, she'd be proud too. It means everything to me to be able to hand down this business—this enterprise that I started with my own sweat and blood—to my own son."


  "I appreciate that, Dad. And I love it… I love my job, and in that sense I'm really lucky. But can I ask you something?" His dad just stared at him, not answering, so Jason pressed on. "Why don't you try to relax a little, enjoy life a little more? Don't you think Mom would have wanted…?"


  "You mean go out and find someone to replace your mother?"


  Jason quickly shook his head. "No, of course I'm not saying that, Dad. No one will ever replace Mom. But she wouldn't want you to stop living your life. She'd want you to be happy. For the past ten years, all you've done is work. Well, I'm here now… and you said yourself, I'm capable. Why not relax a little? Go golfing, buy a sailboat, take a trip to Vegas… anything!"


  His dad gave him a half-smile, raising the corner of his lip in the unique way he always did when he was amused. "Jase, your old man is almost fifty years old."


  "You're a very young forty-eight. And so what? You're still in the prime of your life."


  This time he laughed right out loud. "Is this a polite way of trying to get rid of me?"


  "No! Dad, all I'm saying is that life is too short to waste. You're forty-eight, not ninety-eight! Live a little."


  His dad sighed and took another sip of his coffee, this time appearing to savor the taste a little more. "Son, I think you're the one who should heed your own advice. Why doesn't a twenty-four year old, good lookin’ kid like you have a girlfriend? You're the one who ought to be out there whoopin’ it up and enjoying your youth."


  Jason cocked his head to the side and nodded, frowning somewhat for emphasis. "Good point," he said with a laugh. This would probably be the perfect opportunity for Jason to level with his dad and come out to him, but he couldn't do it now, not when they had a three-day trade show ahead of them. He'd wanted to tell his father for a long time that he wasn't interested in girls. It was just that he didn't want to put the man through any more than he'd already endured. He knew how old-fashioned his dad was, and having a gay son was probably not something he'd easily embrace.


  "Don't worry, Dad," he said, "when I find that perfect person, I'll manage to strike a balance between work and my personal life. Right now I want to focus on the business. I've got this hoity-toitey degree and all—which you paid for—and I wanna use it."


  "Well, I'll make you a deal. If you make an effort to live a little, then so will I."


  "Hm, I can live with that," Jason said. "Starting right after the trade show."


  ****


  Jason knew from experience that these trade shows tended to be rather anticlimactic. There was so much preparation involved, but the event itself was quite boring. For the most part, he'd be sitting around all day, smiling at potential customers that approached their booth, available to answer questions, and when appropriate, making small talk.


  This particular show proved to be a bit more eventful than most. On the first morning they were able to capture the interest of a major manufacturing company. Their representative was a middle aged woman, and thus Jason stepped back and allowed his father to interact with the prospective customer. To Jason's delight, the two seemed to hit it off, and they agreed to meet later that day for a late lunch to discuss some specific concerns the company had with the software.


  "She seemed really interested," Jason said, after the prospect was out of earshot.


  "Yeah," his dad agreed, obviously trying to sound casual. "We'll have to see how it goes."


  "And what was her name?" Jason said, a slight lilt in in voice.


  "Waters," he responded dryly.


  "I mean first name."


  "Oh… Laura, I think. Yes," he looked down at the business card. "Laura Waters."


  "And she wasn't wearing a wedding ring," Jason pointed out.


  "Well, let's not mix business with … other things," his dad said. "Remember our deal? After the trade show, we'll start working on that."


  "Oh, okay," Jason said. "If you say so."


  The remainder of the morning wasn't too exciting. Around 1:30 Jason told his dad he was going to go grab a deli sandwich from a nearby sub shop. He'd come back and man the booth while his dad took off for the "business lunch" with Laura.


  When Jason returned a few minutes later with his sandwich, he noticed that his father had spiffied up a bit. He must have sneaked off to the restroom to comb his hair, and he was now wearing his sports jacket. As the minutes ticked by, Jason found it endearing the way his dad started to become fidgety.


  "Oh… I guess I've got to go now," his dad said, rising from his chair. Laura had approached their booth, and Jason looked up at her, offering a warm smile.


  "Are you two brothers?" she asked. "I think I can see a resemblance."


  His dad chuckled, soaking up the flattery. "This here's my son, Jason."


  "A pleasure to meet you," the sharply dressed business woman said, extending her hand. "I swear you don't look old enough to have a son this age. He's absolutely stunning though, I must say." Although she was shaking Jason's hand, she looked directly at his dad as she spoke.


  "Thank you," he said, as if the compliment had been more about him than his son.


  After they were gone, Jason couldn't help but smile to himself and shake his head. Crazy how middle aged men acted like teenagers when it came to romance. Well, at least Jason hoped there was a potential for romance. It well could be that this Laura was just flirting, trying to finagle a good deal.


  With the showroom now somewhat quiet, Jason decided to sit down and tackle his sub sandwich. He was starting to get hungry and assumed most of the trade show attendees were off having lunch themselves. Just as he stuffed the end of the bun in his mouth and tore off a big bite, a customer stepped up—at least he assumed it was a customer.


  The man, perhaps a few years younger than Jason's father, was dressed very casually, jeans and a tee shirt. Jason couldn't help but notice how nicely the man's defined pectorals were highlighted by the tight fabric of the shirt. He gulped, swallowing as much of the mouthful of food as he could and allowed his eyes to trail up the man's body until he was staring directly into his eyes.


  Jason swallowed again and stood up. "Sorry," he said, "tryin to sneak in a quick bite."


  "Oh no, go ahead," he said, smiling warmly. "Sorry to interrupt your lunch."


  "Not at all," Jason said. "See anything that interests you?"


  "Oh yeah," the man said, not taking his eyes off Jason's face, and suddenly Jason realized that the man may not be referring to software.


  "Uh, uh…" Jason stuttered nervously, "um, what's your business?"


  "I'm a software developer," he said, grinning.


  "Oh, I see. You're checkin out the competition?"


  "Is that okay?"


  Jason shrugged, still unable to wipe the silly grin from his face. "Be my guest."


  There was something about the man that looked familiar to Jason, but he couldn't quite put a finger on it. Maybe he'd known him from school. Perhaps he'd been a guest lecturer, or maybe his dad had consulted with him about something previously. Jason looked a little closer, and then suddenly it dawned on him.


  "I know you," Jason said. He was now no longer smiling. "You're Glenn. You used to work with my dad."


  "Your dad?"


  "My dad," Jason repeated, "Robert Mathers."


  The shocked expression on the man's handsome face told Jason that Glenn remembered his father well. "You're Jason?" he said. "Little fourteen-year old, geeky Jason?"


  Jason glared at him. No wonder his dad hated the man's guts.


  "Sorry," he quickly apologized, "I didn't mean it like that. It's just… well, you've grown up rather nicely."


  "Mr. Braeburn, is there anything I can help you with?" Jason said defensively.


  The man stood there for a moment before responding. Finally he shook his head. "No, but Jason, it was so good to see you again. Your dad must be really proud of you… the way you've followed in his footsteps."


  "Thanks," Jason said curtly, offering no commentary.


  "Well, I've got to head back to my booth. I'm clear on the other side. Maybe we can chat more … before the show's over."


  "Maybe," Jason said flatly.


  As Glenn walked away from the table, Jason couldn't help but look down at the man's perfect bubble butt. For a dude in his forties, the guy was built. Too bad he was such an asshole.


  ****


  When Jason's father dropped him off at his apartment that evening, the dynamic between them had made a complete one-eighty from where it'd been that morning. His dad was smiling, animated, and appeared genuinely happy. He'd made a big sale with Laura and already had plans to fly out to Denver the following week to introduce the software product to her manufacturing company.


  Jason suspected that his father's good mood was due at least partially to something more than just making a sale. "You two seemed to really hit it off," Jason said. They were parked in the lot outside Jason's apartment building.


  "Oh… Laura and me, you mean?"


  "Yeah, she seems like a real nice lady. Very attractive too."


  His father shook his head slightly, trying to frown, but then suddenly burst into a broad smile. The head-shaking became an emphatic nod. "Yeah, she is quite the looker, isn't she?"


  Jason laughed. "Good." He patted his father on the shoulder. "She is single, isn't she?"


  "Divorced," he said. "She has two grown children."


  "Perfect," Jason said.


  "Now, don't go putting the cart before the horse. We just met, and … well, this is strictly business."


  "Oh, okay. If you say so."


  "I do say so," his father insisted. "I'm not about to jeopardize a sale by getting involved…"


  "Dad," Jason interrupted. "Jeopardize it. Who cares about the sale? You obviously like her. Besides, who says you can't be friends with a client? Who says you can't be more than friends? You own the company, after all."


  "I learned a long time ago how dangerous it is to mix personal relationships with business."


  "Well, if that's how you really feel, give the account to me," Jason suggested. "I'll handle the business and you can pursue the personal."


  "Hm," his dad said, as if thinking. "Nah, I think I might enjoy a trip to Colorado."


  "I think so too," Jason agreed. "But you need to get over your fear of mixing business and pleasure. Nobody ever said work had to be a drudgery. Have some fun, enjoy yourself while you're out there. And if something does happen between you and Laura, you can hand over the account to me so there is no conflict of interest."


  "We'll see," his dad said. Jason grabbed the door handle to let himself out. "Jason, thanks. Thanks for putting up with your old man."


  He again reached over to place his hand on his father's shoulder. "Dad, you don't have to thank me. Putting up with a dad like you is easy. I'm just glad the trade show's gone so well. You made the big sale today. I'll try to do my part tomorrow."


  "Have a good night son."


  "Hey, I can drive myself tomorrow. It's a gym day, so I'll just take my own car."


  "Okay, wanna meet at that coffee shop around ten?"


  "Sounds like a plan."


  When Jason got up to his apartment, he first checked his mail and then hopped into the shower. He couldn't help thinking about the man he'd met earlier that day, his dad's former business partner. Jason was not about to mention to his father that he'd seen Glenn at the show. It would have ruined his good mood and possibly spoiled the whole day.


  What was it that had happened between them? It must have been something pretty serious. His dad was not the type of man to hold a grudge like that. He really wasn't a hateful person in general, but when it came to Glenn, Jason's dad despised the man.


  In a way, it made sense that his father wouldn't like the guy. He did come across as kind of cocky. He barely knew Jason and he'd called him a geek. Jason had been called names like that all his life, and frankly, it stung a little. He had to admit that back when he was in high school, he was rather geeky. Even today, in the technical sense, he was about as geeky as they came. Though, now he was a computer nerd.


  About the time Jason headed off to college, he began to become aware of his self-image. He got himself a new haircut, short and stylish. He got rid of his glasses and replaced them with contacts. The year he graduated college, he had laser surgery so he'd no longer even need the lenses. He started going to the gym, bought new clothes, even had his teeth whitened. So yeah, he could understand why Glenn would be surprised by the change in his appearance.


  Well, he was only fourteen the last time the man had seen him. He had thick coke-bottle glasses and a mop of unruly hair. He may have even still been in braces at the time. And of course he was skinny as a bean pole. Even now, he still was slender, though he did have some definition and muscle tone.


  Jason examined his reflection in the mirror before climbing into the shower. He felt somewhat proud, realizing he'd transformed himself the way he had. It wasn't so much that he was narcissistic, but more that he was thrilled to have caught the eye of a man like Glenn.


  If he remembered correctly, Glenn was about six or seven years younger than his dad. His father was thirty-five at the time Jason's mother passed, which would mean Glenn had been about twenty-eight or twenty-nine, and now he was about forty-one.


  He sure didn't seem forty-one to Jason. He could have easily passed for thirty or thirty-five. Maybe it was because he still had a full head of hair and a nice body. And that pair of jeans he'd been wearing. Wow!


  Jason was surprised by the fact that his thoughts of Glenn had inspired a response from his joystick. Looking down, he saw that Mr. Happy was smiling… and throbbing a little. He took hold of himself, stroking slowly, as he continued to stare into the mirror. He thought about those dark eyes that had stared at him earlier in the day, checking him out. He thought about the hard, chiseled chest that had been so visible beneath Glenn's form fitting t-shirt. He wondered if that chest was as hairy as he imagined it to be. Yeah, hadn't he noticed a couple dark hairs around the collar?


  Jason had always been drawn to men like Glenn, mature and masculine. He liked the fact that they were so much more experienced. They already had embarked upon a journey, a pathway to success. The idea of a man like that being in Jason's life was comforting, not to mention hot. As he thought about the possibility, Jason stopped staring at his reflection and closed his eyes. He visualized Glenn with his muscular biceps and narrow waist. He thought about how that ass had looked in those tight jeans. He remembered the earthy, masculine smell of his cologne and the deep resonating tone of his baritone voice.


  "Ughhh," Jason gasped as his body convulsed and a spurt of cum erupted from his cock. It was followed by several more in rapid succession. After he was spent, he leaned forward against the mirror, gasping for breath. He used a towel to wipe up the mess and then climbed into the shower.


  "That was stupid," he scolded himself. "Even if I did like that dude, there's no way in hell anything could ever happen between us, not with the history he has with my dad."


  ****


  Whoot whew! Jason whistled as he stepped into Starbucks. His father was sitting there already, wearing his best suit, and it looked like he'd gotten a haircut. "Dad, why the fancy duds?"


  "Oh… well, I only have a couple suits, and I couldn't wear the same one two days in a row."


  "Ah, I see, and you got a haircut?"


  "Last night on the way home."


  "This wouldn't have anything to do with our new client would it?"


  His dad ignored the question, motioning for Jason to sit down. "Non-fat caramel something-or-other," he said as he pointed to the disposable Starbucks cup in front of Jason.


  "I'm impressed," he said. "You remembered."


  "And I decided to try something more daring myself."


  "Oh?"


  "Kona blend."


  Jason started laughing. "Well good. Before you know it, you'll be drinking lattes and cappuccinos and you'll have your very own customer rewards card."


  "Uh… I don't think so. Baby steps. Okay?"


  "Baby steps are fine," Jason smiled. "But seriously, you look great. I like your haircut. And your suit."


  His dad took a deep breath, and for a second Jason was concerned, sensing something may be wrong. Finally his father spoke. "Jase, I gotta ask a favor."


  "Sure, anything."


  "Would you mind manning the booth this afternoon by yourself? I need to take off around four."


  "Not a problem." Well that was a relief. He thought something was wrong. "Is something wrong?" he asked, just to be sure.


  "No, not at all. I got a call last night from Laura. You know, the new client. She asked if I could have dinner with her, and I sort of… uh… made reservations."


  Jason beamed at his father. "Cool. Go ahead, have a good time. If you want, take the whole day off. Dad, I can handle the trade show by myself…"


  "No, no, no. I don't need the whole day. Leaving a couple hours early will give me plenty of time. Our reservation isn't til five."


  Day two at the trade show proved to be busier than the first, and Jason was surprised how quickly the hours flew by. When he looked at the time on his cell phone that afternoon and saw that it was already after three, he reminded his father that he'd better get ready to leave.


  "You sure you can handle this by yourself?" his dad asked. "I can reschedule…"


  "Dad, don't be crazy. We haven't been that busy."


  "Okay, then. I think I'll head on out then, make a pit stop in the restroom and then meet Laura at the bar." Jason thought it was a good plan. Maybe his dad would get there in time to toss one back before she got there, calm his nerves a bit. His dad was like a sixteen year old preparing for the junior prom.


  "I got it, Dad … just please, don't drink and drive."


  His father gave him an incredulous look, as if to say "Are you crazy?" It was an odd role reversal, and Jason laughed as he realized he was giving his father his own advice.


  "Don't worry," his dad said, "I haven't completely lost all sense of responsibility." He winked at his son, clapping him on the shoulder before he took off.


  The remainder of the day wasn't too exciting. Jason got a chance to mingle a bit with the techies from the booths on either side of him. He was at a nearby table talking to one of these vendors, a young lady from Seattle, when he noticed a customer over at his own booth. He excused himself and spun around to head back to his station but noticed that the "customer" was Glenn Braeburn.


  Jason took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and headed to his display. "Hello again," he said in his most formal tone.


  "Hi," Glenn said, offering a thin smile. "I wanted to stop back and apologize for yesterday."


  "Hm, what do you mean?" Jason decided to be a bit coy.


  "I mean… well, I didn't mean to offend you. I wasn't calling you a geek…"


  "Well, I am a geek," he admitted. "Nowadays, that's a compliment."


  "Regardless, I shouldn't have said what I did. You're anything but geeky… I mean, at least in terms of your appearance." He took a deep breath, then reached up to rub his forehead. "Am I making a fool of myself?" he asked, laughing nervously.


  Jason smiled. "No … well …. Yeah."


  Glenn shook his head rapidly back and forth. "I thought so. Can I start over?"


  "Look," Jason said. "No harm, no foul. I'm not offended. I will say, though, that I'm a little sore. After you called me a nerd, I got up this morning and went to the gym. You motivated me to do an extra strenuous workout, and now I'm feelin the burn."


  "Aw, well, now I do feel like a jerk, but by the looks of you, this wasn't your first workout."


  "I could say the same of you," Jason observed. Again Glenn was dressed casually. Today it was a button down short sleeve shirt, displaying the man's beefy biceps.


  "Getting old," he conceded, "and I have to work hard to maintain my girlish figure."


  "Girlish?" Jason guffawed. "I'd say it's more like 110% pure man!" Did I just say that out loud?


  Glenn raised his eyebrows and then grinned. "You're making me blush," he said. "Hey, are you about to wrap things up here?"


  Jason pulled out his phone to check the time. "Uh… yeah, actually. I didn't realize how late it was."


  "I'm gonna stop at the bar," Glenn said. "Care to join me for a drink?"


  Jason thought for a moment, unable to stop staring at the man in front of him. "You know, I'm not sure that's such a good idea…"


  "Why?"


  "You and my dad… your history."


  "I feel terrible about what happened between us," Glenn said. "And I wish your dad didn't hate me so much. Believe me, I've tried to talk to him. I tried many times …"


  "What exactly happened?"


  "It's a long story. Jase, let me explain it over drinks." He was already taking the liberty of using a nickname.


  Jason took a breath and exhaled slowly. "Sure, why not. Give me fifteen, and I'll meet you there. I'm gonna pack up and tote a couple things out to my car."


  "I can help," Glenn offered.


  "Nah, I got it. I'll meet you … I promise." He saw the skeptical expression on the man's face. "I swear, I won't stand you up."


  "Okay then. See you in a few."


  Actually, the thought of blowing the guy off did cross Jason's mind. He didn't really need fifteen minutes to load the car. All he had to take with him was the two laptops. The rest of the materials were part of the display and would stay right where they were for another full day. He was trying to buy time. He needed to think about this for a few minutes.


  There was something about that guy that made Jason's heart rate increase. God, was he sexy. And that voice! Fuck! But hurting his father was the last thing on earth Jason wanted to do. His dad would be furious if he found out Jason had had drinks with Glenn Braeburn. On the other hand, maybe this would give Jason an opportunity to dig into their history and learn what had really happened. Maybe he could help his dad and Glenn make amends.


  After locking the laptops in his trunk, Jason stopped off at the restroom to check his appearance. "What are you doing?" he asked himself as he stood in front of the full length mirror. He knew he was playing with fire. Jason knew his father had always been supportive of him, and for the most part did not interfere in his life. He hadn't pressured him during his decision-making process while choosing a college. He hadn't flinched when Jason informed him that he wanted his own apartment. He didn't even say a word when Jason bought the more expensive car that he'd be making payments on for the next three years.


  But if there was one thing that Robert Mathers was passionate about, it was his dislike of Glenn Braeburn. The last thing Jason wanted to do was betray his dad. "I'm just gonna find out what happened," he said to his reflection. "This has nothing to do with … with anything other than that!" Or did it? Since yesterday afternoon, when he first laid eyes on Glenn, he seemed to be all Jason could think about. And it wasn't simply the fact that the guy was hot looking. There was no denying that fact, but the way he spoke to Jason and the way he looked at him when he spoke—it stirred something within Jason—excited him in a way he hadn't felt in a long time. Christ, he'd never felt that before.


  What would it hurt to talk to the man? Get his version of the story. How could this be a bad thing? It may help him to understand his father better. Jason would just have to suppress his own feelings and not allow himself to start thinking with his small head. No matter how good looking the man was, no matter how sexy his voice or how incredibly delicious he smelled—no matter the fact that his eyes were so dark and sensual that they pierced Jason's soul when he looked at him—he wasn't going to let on that he even noticed any of those things.


  He straightened his posture, squaring his shoulders, then nodded his head and took a deep breath.


  Ready or not, here I come.


  Glenn's warm smile was the first thing Jason noticed as he took a seat across from him in the bar. They had a table in the corner, but it really didn't matter. The bar wasn't too busy. Before Jason could speak, the bartender approached to take his drink order.


  "Um.. do you have Heineken?"


  The bartender nodded. "On draft."


  "Perfect," Jason said, smiling. The bartender was cute, about Jason's age, and for a second it seemed the guy had just winked at him. But then he was gone.


  He looked over at Glenn who was smiling. "You don't even notice, do you?"


  "What?" Jason said.


  "When guys flirt with you like that…"


  "What are you talking about?" Jason felt his cheeks getting warm. He hoped he wasn't blushing crimson.


  "Well, you should get used to it," Glenn said. "I'm sure it's not the first time, and it definitely won't be the last."


  "I swear I have no idea what…"


  Just then the bartender returned, placing the draft beer in front of him. "Wow, now that is fast service."


  "We aim to please," the slender blond said, this time with a much more obvious wink.


  Jason coughed and covered his mouth. "Uh… well, thank you."


  "You need anything, just let me know."


  When he was gone, Jason looked up at Glenn, who was smiling. "I rest my case," he said smugly.


  Jason shook his head slightly. "Mr. Braeburn, we're supposed to be here to discuss business."


  "Business? I'm not sure that'd be wise. Your father definitely would not approve of you discussing business matters with the likes of me…"


  "You know what I mean. Family business. You said you'd tell me what happened—your version of it anyway. If you just want to tell lame jokes and make sarcastic remarks, I'll leave right now and save us both the time."


  "Jason … I'm sorry." Glenn leaned back in his chair. "I'm not doing too well, am I? This is the second time in two days I've started off on the wrong foot. Look, I'm a little nervous here. Can you maybe… uh… cut me some slack?"


  Jason stared at him quizzically. Nervous? He sure didn't show it. "Why are you nervous?" Jason asked, drawing a sip from his beer.


  "You have no idea how charming you are, do you? Ah, the beauty of youth. Of course you don't, and if you did, well, you wouldn't be all that charming after all."


  "Speaking of nervousness, when you say things like that, you don't exactly calm my nerves."


  "I'm just making an observation. You're young, attractive, and obviously very bright. How could I not notice that? And you're very professional and mannerly."


  "How about you stop flattering me, Mr. Braeburn, and tell me what happened between you and my dad?"


  The older man took a deep breath and his face got serious. "Okay," he said, "but please call me Glenn."


  "Glenn…"


  "As you probably know, I'm a little bit younger than your dad. When we started NHS, your father was the primary investor. I didn't have a lot of money, but I invested all I had." New Horizons Software was the company name. "Your dad relied on me for technical expertise. It all was new to him—well it was new to both of us really—but he had more of a business background, and my field was purely IT.


  "Around the time your mother took sick, we landed a really big client. Well, actually it was your dad who got the account. It was a really difficult time for him. It was hard on all of us, as you may well remember. Your family was at the hospital a lot, and even after your mom came home, your dad didn't really leave her bedside." Jason remembered all too well. His mother had insisted that she be brought home to be with her family, to die with dignity.


  "Not wanting to lose the account, I assured your dad that I would handle everything. I took over the project, and when I got into the program… well, to be honest, it was just a clusterfuck. It was a mess, and I pretty much had to scrap the whole thing and start from scratch."


  "What was wrong with it?" Jason asked. He wasn't gonna let the man snow him. He hadn't just fallen off the turnip truck.


  "All the binary codes were jazzed. There were so many bugs and glitches, and it was not what the customer had ordered. And remember, this was a major client."


  "Okay," Jason said. "Go on."


  "So I started over, but I had to hurry. We were facing a deadline. I had less than forty eight hours to get the software ready, and I worked round the clock. I made it, though. I got the job done, and the customer was thrilled."


  "So what was the problem? This doesn't explain anything…"


  "The customer, who'd been a long time business associate of your father's, confronted him. Although he was pleased with the product we delivered, he was disappointed that your dad would have handed off such an important project to a junior associate…"


  "Why didn't he just tell the man what the situation was? Why didn't he tell him about my mom?"


  "That's your dad. He doesn't believe in excuses. He thinks that family and business are entirely separate, and one should never interfere with the other." Boy, that was the truth. Jason had heard his dad make that statement, verbatim, a million times. "So I guess their conversation got pretty heated. Your dad was very emotional at the time, and it was completely understandable. But he said things that he couldn't take back. He told the guy exactly what he could do with the contract and where he could shove it."


  "Oh shit," Jason said.


  "Well, I wasn't too happy myself, not after having spent so much time."


  "Right," Jason said, nodding. He totally understood, and he also knew what his dad was like when he was under stress.


  "But I sucked it up and assured your father everything would be fine. We had a big trade show coming up the following week. It was only days after your mother's passing, and I suggested that he take some time off and let me handle it. I was sure I could find a buyer for the software… maybe with a few customized alterations.


  "Of course, your dad wouldn't hear of it. He insisted that he needed to work. It seemed to be how he grieved. He threw himself into his job."


  "Yeah, I remember," Jason said. He felt his eyes becoming moist. He didn't want to cry in front of this man.


  "Jason, are you all right?"


  He nodded, "Go on… please."


  "Well as luck would have it, there was another customer at the show who happened to be looking for a software similar to what we… or what I… had designed. Your dad was the one who made the initial contact and sales pitch. Well, then when your dad pulled up the software to do a demonstration, he didn't recognize anything. Of course he didn't, because it was entirely different than his original prototype. I'd had to change everything.


  "He was embarrassed, and frankly, pissed. But I stepped in and took over, walked the customer through a demonstration, and the customer loved it. Jason, the sale was in the bag. We had the fish on the hook and all we had to do was reel him in."


  "Let me guess, Dad freaked again?"


  Glenn slowly nodded. "Freaked isn't even the word for it. He went ballistic. It was ugly… really ugly."


  At this point, the tears were streaming down Jason's cheeks. "It was the grief," he said. "It had all come to a boiling point."


  "I know," Glenn said. He reached across the table and placed his hand atop Jason's. "Jase, I'm so sorry."


  "I just can't imagine his pain. He was lashing out because he didn't know how else to cope."


  "Yes," Glenn said. "But he went into a tirade, accusing me of sabotaging him. He said things that were… well, they were just awful. He said I was a backstabbing son of a bitch and a thief. He said I had betrayed him by stealing his prototype. Jason, I didn't even use his prototype. I scrapped it and started from scratch. Plus I hadn't stolen anything. The software program belonged to us—to both of us."


  "What happened with the customer?"


  "Oh it was a big ugly scene. We were asked to leave, and then we had it out again back at the office. Your dad told me he was buying me out, and I said fine. I was angry myself. At the time, I wanted to deck him, but I just kept reminding myself of his loss.


  "I took the buyout from your dad, but I still had the prospective client's business card. I contacted him, and he hired me. For three years I worked for his company and designed the software he'd originally requested. When your dad found out, he was even more furious and insisted that I had stolen from him."


  "But now… you don't work for this company anymore?"


  "I started my own company," Glenn said. "I'm really not a corporate person. I'm not much of a business person. I'm an IT guy."


  "Yeah? Me too."


  "Jason, I never meant to hurt your father, and I sure as hell didn't steal from him. I should have insisted he take some time off to focus on his family. I never should have allowed him to go to that trade show only days after your mom …"


  "You couldn't have stopped him," Jason said. "I know how he is. He's bullheaded and stubborn. Even my mom used to say that. She was the one person who knew how to calm him down when he was upset like that."


  "Jase, are you okay? I'm sorry this is so painful." The story had brought up a lot of memories. A lot of emotions Jason hadn't allowed himself to feel in a long time.


  "I'm okay," he said. "It's just… I was only fourteen at the time. I didn't understand anything. I didn't know why Dad wasn't there. I'd lost my mom, and it felt like…"


  "It felt like you'd lost them both."


  "Yeah. I don't know why I'm being such a crybaby." He picked up a bar napkin and wiped his eyes.


  "Aw, Jason," Glenn said. "Who wouldn't be emotional? You're human, and this is your dad we're talking about."


  "Glenn, my dad's not a bad person. He just doesn't know how to cope with his own feelings. He like has two emotions—if you can even call them emotions—contentment and anger."


  Glenn nodded.


  "I don't think he even cried at the funeral. I don't think I've ever seen him cry. He doesn't know how to express himself. When he is upset or hurting or afraid, all that comes out of him is anger. The more intensely he feels something, the more violent his rage is. You should have seen him yesterday when we were getting ready for the show. I knew he was nervous, and he just kept snapping at me."


  "These shows probably aren't easy for him," Glenn suggested. "I mean, with his history."


  "Yeah, that makes sense."


  The waiter was back with another round of drinks. "You know, if I'm gonna drink, I gotta eat something," Jason said. "Can we see some menus?"


  "Sure," the bartender said, smiling. If he were any friendlier, he'd be curtseying, Jason thought.


  "I was going to suggest that," Glenn said. He was now smiling broadly himself. "But I was afraid. If I asked you to dinner and you said no, it'd be a crushing blow to my fragile ego. I don't deal very well with rejection."


  Jason laughed. "Ha! Well, it's not like a date or anything."


  Glenn just looked at him, still smiling.


  "So does your dad know about you?"


  Jason's smile quickly vanished as he shook his head. "Are you kidding? How could I even think about telling him? But… uh… how did you know?"


  "Gaydar, maybe?"


  "Wait… are you saying…?"


  "I came out of the closet years ago," he said. "The company I went to work for was very progressive. They were one of the first to offer domestic partner benefits."


  "Do you … uh… have a domestic partner?"


  Glenn laughed. "I had a boyfriend for eight years, but I'm single."


  Jason felt his heart beating faster, but he willed himself to maintain his casual demeanor. "What happened?"


  "Long story," Glenn said.


  "Ah, another ugly separation?"


  "Stephen passed away two years ago. Cancer."


  "Oh… Glenn, I'm so sorry."


  "It's okay."


  Jason felt like a jerk for saying the wrong thing, for making the assumption he had. "That must've been hard. I can't imagine."


  "It was just so sudden," Glenn said. "He was a perfectly healthy thirty-two year old man, then BAM. He went in for what he thought was a routine checkup. They diagnosed him with lung cancer, and he'd never smoked a day in his life. Two months later, he was gone."


  "Unbelievable," Jason said, shaking his head. "What was he like?"


  Glenn smiled, staring for a moment over Jason's head, as if thinking. Visualizing, perhaps. "He was wonderful. The complete opposite of me."


  Jason smiled.


  "He was very outgoing. Artistic. High energy. Slender like you but a little shorter. He did graphic design."


  "Oh wow, two computer geeks sharing the same household."


  "Uh… well not really. He did have to do a lot of his work on the computer, but he also painted. He was a phenomenal illustrator. We had a life sized portrait of Cher in our living room."


  Jason burst out laughing. "Wow. You're right. He doesn't seem much like you. I can't picture it."


  "It's in our guest room now. I actually started to grow accustomed to it, hated to take it down, but after a while, it was just too hard—too painful a reminder." Jason wondered how long it would be until Glenn stopped using plural pronouns. He probably never would. His father still did it even though his mom had been gone for a decade.


  "We better look at these menus," Glenn said, "before you get me bawling too."


  "I don't mind seeing a grown man cry," Jason admitted.


  "Well that'd be a pretty sad way to spend a first date… both of us crying." Suddenly he stopped and set down his menu. "Did I just say that? I mean… that'd be a sad way to spend a first business meeting."


  "Could you imagine?" Jason said, chuckling to himself. "My dad would absolutely shit his pants if we did… uh date each other."


  "I'm almost old enough to be your dad."


  "You're seventeen years older than me. I figured it out last night…" It was now Jason's turn to be embarrassed by saying too much.


  "Ah, so you were thinking about me last night?"


  "A little," he confessed. He put his head down, staring at the menu. Without looking up, he daringly plunged forward. "Glenn, I've always been, uh, drawn to older men, to be honest."


  "Really?"


  "And with you, well you just don't seem that much older. You're very young-looking for your age."


  "Thanks a lot," he said sarcastically.


  "Sorry, I guess I didn't say that exactly right. I just mean to look at you I'd have never guessed you were in your forties if I hadn't known you."


  "Just barely in my forties," he corrected.


  "Exactly."


  The waiter was back and they placed their orders. For the next two hours they chatted amicably. At first it was entirely shop talk, Glenn telling Jason about a software platform he'd been working on. Jason related some stories about his college experience, then told Glenn about his apartment. They talked about their workout routines, home décor, music, and movies.


  Jason didn't remember the last time he'd felt so relaxed. Glenn was interesting and funny and very intelligent. Their age difference seemed non-existent as they shot the breeze with each other, until finally Jason pulled out his phone to check the time.


  "Holy crap, it's after eight o'clock," he said.


  "Maybe we ought to quit taking up space here," Glenn said.


  "Yeah, I gotta get goin," Jason said as he pushed his chair back.


  "Are you gonna be all right to drive?" Glenn asked.


  "Oh yeah. I only had three drinks, and it was with food."


  "Are you sure? I'm staying here at the hotel…"


  Jason cocked his head slightly to the side and smiled. "Are you inviting me back to your room?"


  "Jason, I've enjoyed talking to you." He reached across the table and placed his hand atop Jason's. "I guess I'm just stalling—not ready for you to leave yet."


  "I like you too," Jason admitted. "But I can't." He shook his head and bit his lower lip. "I'm sorry, but I can't do that to my dad. It would crush him if he…"


  "He doesn't have to know…" The look in Glenn's eyes told Jason he realized immediately that it was the wrong thing to say. "I'm sorry," he said. "Of course, you're right."


  "Maybe we can figure out a way to still be friends?"


  "I'll be here a couple more nights. I'm not flying back to Houston until Friday morning."


  "Maybe I'll catch up with you tomorrow," Jason said.


  "I'd like that."


  Jason took a shower when he got home before logging onto his computer. Purely out of curiosity, he Googled Glenn Braeburn. He found the link to Glenn's company website which he spent a few minutes checking out. Then he looked up Glenn's Facebook page. He did not want to "friend" Glenn because he knew his father would be able to see, but he did look through Glenn's photo albums.


  Stephen was exactly as Glenn had described him, or at least in the pictures he appeared to be. Very bubbly and happy-go-lucky. Perhaps a bit campy at times. Jason couldn't help but smile. He could see himself in a role like that, beside a man like Glenn.


  Sadly, he knew it was an impossibility. The last thing on earth that Jason would ever do was hurt his father, not after all the man had been through. He knew that all Glenn had told him about their falling out had to be true. Jason could visualize it with his mind's eye—his dad hurting so badly, mourning the loss of his beloved wife, then just snapping. It had been an emotional meltdown. It all made sense.


  He wondered how his father's evening had gone with Laura. It was now almost ten o'clock, and Jason wondered if his dad were home yet. He didn't want to call him in case … well, in case the date was still in progress. He smiled to himself as he remembered how excited his dad had been. Hopefully the date had gone as well for his father as his own night had been with Glenn.


  By pure coincidence his phone rang as he was thinking on these things. He looked down to see it was his father. "Hey," Jason said, trying to sound cheerful yet casual.


  "Hope I didn't wake you," his father said. Jason knew just by the tone of his voice that things must have gone well. The lilt in his dad's voice told Jason his dad was happy.


  "Nah, not at all. Just got out of the shower, and I'm checkin email. How was your evening?"


  "Oh, it was fine."


  "Fine? Just fine?" Jason teased.


  "Well, maybe a little better than just fine."


  "Great," Jason said, smiling as if his dad could see him.


  "Uh, that's kind of why I'm calling," he went on. "Laura is leaving tonight to head back to Dallas. She wants me to fly out there tomorrow so I can do a presentation for her company."


  "Fantastic!" Jason said.


  "But we have the last day of the trade show."


  "Don't worry, Dad, I've got it covered. You go ahead and go."


  "You sure?"


  "Of course I'm sure," Jason said.


  "Well, I can bring the van over to you tonight if you want. You'll need it."


  "Nah, I'll just drive to your place in the morning and pick it up. I'll park my car in your garage."


  "Yeah, that was what I was thinking, but I really don't want to inconvenience you. Son, I don't want you to feel I'm dumping all this on you."


  "Dad, it'll take me ten minutes to tear down the display, and besides, the last day of these shows is always really dead. Trust me, your trip to Texas is a lot more important than this show…" He waited a few seconds when his dad didn't immediately respond. He could hear a female voice in the background.


  "Sorry, Jason. Still there?"


  "Yeah, still here," Jason said, suppressing a laugh. "Are you still there?"


  "Oh … yeah. Well, I guess I better get going. You have your own set of keys, right?"


  "I'm all set dad. Get a good night's sleep before you head out."


  "Sure enough," his father said. "And Jason…?"


  "Yeah?"


  "Thanks. Thanks for everything, son. I really appreciate…"


  "Don't mention it. I love you, Dad."


  "Love you, too … Oh wait! How long will you be gone?"


  "I'll be back Monday or Tuesday. Laura's gonna give me the grand tour of Dallas over the weekend."


  "Enjoy. Night, Dad."


  "Good night."


  Now wasn't that an interesting turn of events? At least Jason wouldn't have to worry about his dad accidentally bumping into Glenn at the show tomorrow. Or ever. Maybe this would give Jason one more chance to spend a little bit of time with the man. He knew it couldn't go anywhere, but he enjoyed Glenn's company.


  He scrolled through Glenn's Facebook profile and found his email address.


  Glenn,


  Thanks for a great time at dinner. It was really great to see you again. Listen, my dad is going out of town for the weekend—leaving first thing in the morning tomorrow. Thought maybe we could get together again tomorrow night.


  Hope I'm not being too forward or overstepping my bounds.


  Thanks


  Jase


  ****


  When Jason got up the following morning, he was disappointed to discover that there was no reply from Glenn in his inbox. Perhaps Glenn hadn't checked email, or worst case scenario, he'd read the email and deleted it. Jason knew he was getting ahead of himself. He'd already told Glenn that nothing could happen between them, so why would he expect the man to be willing to even waste his time?


  He wanted to kick himself. Sending the email had been a really bad idea, and it just made him look pathetic. What he really needed to do was focus on his job. This was a time in his life when he had a chance to really succeed. Eventually, after his father completely came out of his slump and moved on with his life, Jason would consider pursuing some romantic interests.


  When he got to his father's house, his dad was already gone. He found a note on the table informing Jason that he'd left around 6am, again thanking him for covering the trade show. He decided to use the restroom real quick before he took the van and headed over to the hotel. Jason was zipping himself up when he looked down at the counter and noticed a hairbrush. It definitely didn't belong to his father, and by the color—bright pink—Jason assumed it was the property of a woman.


  So Dad, you had yourself a houseguest last night. Of course this was not a really big surprise. He'd heard her voice over the phone when he was talking to his dad, but his father had told him that Laura would be leaving that evening. He probably didn't want to admit to his son that he and Laura had spent the night together. Jason smiled as he stared at the brush. It was okay. He'd allow his dad this secret.


  As he'd expected, Jason found the trade show to be rather uneventful. Attendance was sparse all morning. For the most part, he spent the first few hours chatting with other vendors. Around noon, Jason was surprised when he looked up and saw a floral deliveryman walking down the aisle carrying what appeared to be a huge arrangement of roses. Jason grinned, realizing someone was about to get a nice surprise.


  When the deliveryman stopped in front of his booth and said, "New Horizons Software?" his jaw about hit the floor.


  "Uh, yeah."


  "Jason Mathers?"


  "That's me," he squeaked.


  "These are for you," the man said, handing him the bouquet.


  Flabbergasted, Jason just stood there. "Oh… well, thank you. Thank you very much. Oh wait!" He reached in his pocket and retrieved a couple bills to tip the man.


  The young man shook his head and held his palm up. "I've been instructed not to accept a tip from you, Mr. Mathers. It's already been taken care of. Enjoy."


  This was the first time ever in Jason's life he'd received flowers. He reached into the bouquet and pulled out the card.


  Jase,


  I too had a wonderful evening and would be honored to spend some more time with you tonight. Please meet me in the lobby at five.


  Glenn


  One of the ladies from a neighboring booth rushed over. "Those are gorgeous!" she exclaimed. "Who's the lucky girl?"


  He looked at her and smiled, holding out the roses for her to smell. "Me!" he said proudly. "I'm the lucky girl," and then laughed as she stared at him, puzzled.


  ****


  The day seemed to drag, slower than ever, and Jason wished that Glenn would just mosey over to his table. He debated taking a walk himself and finding Glenn's booth, but there was a part of him that was really enjoying the anticipation. He liked Glenn's style. He could have easily answered Jason's email or even come to see him, but it was so much more romantic to send the flowers.


  Romantic? Jason had to pause and think about it. This wasn't where he wanted to go. In fact, it wasn't even an option, so why was he allowing himself to think these thoughts and feel these feelings? Perhaps the short answer to this question was that he was allowing it because he could… at least for now. His dad was out of town and wouldn't be back for at least five days. Jason had already made it crystal clear to Glenn that they didn't have a future together, but they did have a day. An evening. A real date.


  By four o'clock he couldn't take it anymore and began packing up his suitcases. He had his displays disassembled and his brochures boxed up by 4:30 and began toting them out to his van. By 4:45 he was done with the trade show and sitting in the hotel lobby.


  Ten minutes later, when he felt a hand on his shoulder, he turned to look up at Glenn's smiling face. "You got my note, I see." Glenn was dressed sharply, wearing what appeared to be a rather expensive suit.


  "Note? What note?" Jason said innocently. "I'm just sitting here trying to relax after the trade show. Checkin my email."


  "Anything interesting?"


  "No… I sent this hot guy an email last night, but he never responded."


  Glenn shook his head and frowned. "His loss," he said.


  Jason stood up to face him, beaming. "Thank you for the flowers," he whispered. "They were beautiful. I've never had a man send me flowers."


  "I thought they'd be able to express my feelings far more eloquently than anything I could say in an email. Jason, I really enjoyed our conversation last night. I like you… a lot."


  "I like you too," he said. Damn, he felt like a junior high kid. The butterflies were going crazy in his stomach. "So, what's on the agenda for tonight?"


  "Well, I made reservations, and it looks like our ride may be here now."


  "Our ride?" Jason turned toward the hotel restaurant, expecting to see a taxi cab parked out front, but all he saw was shiny, black, stretch limo. "What…?"


  "Come on," Glenn said, placing his hand against the small of Jason's back.


  "You rented us a limo?" Jason said, astonished. He couldn't believe it. Jason had never ridden in a limousine. Even in high school, when many of his friends had rented limos for the prom, Jason had opted for affordability and practicality. He'd borrowed his father's Ford Taurus. "Glenn, I don't know what to say…"


  "Well, hopefully you'll say you're hungry," Glenn said. "Otherwise, this all will have been a terrible waste."


  Jason wasn't exactly feeling hungry at the moment, but he was certainly swept off his feet. "I hope I'm not… uh… underdressed," he worried aloud.


  "You look spectacular," Glenn assured him. Jason was wearing a dress shirt, silk tie, and pleated dress slacks, but he had elected not to wear a jacket that morning, thinking it would be a somewhat casual atmosphere on the last day of the trade show. "Believe me," Glenn said, "all eyes will be on you. At least all two of mine."


  Jason felt a bit overwhelmed and slightly self-conscious as they climbed into the limousine. After the chauffeur had closed the door and assumed his place behind the wheel, he turned to speak to them through the window. "Gentlemen, have a wonderful evening. If there's anything I can do for you, please let me know. If you prefer privacy, use the controls to the right of the window. Feel free to avail yourself of anything in the mini bar."


  "Thank you," Glenn said. "I think privacy would be nice."


  "Very well, we'll be on our way then." The driver then raised the tinted window, and suddenly the two of them were alone.


  "Care for a drink?" Glenn offered. "Champagne?"


  Jason shook his head. Suddenly he felt a bit out of his element, as if he were play acting. He glanced around, taking in his surroundings and at last his eyes landed on the man beside him. "I think you're wrong," Jason said. "I think people are gonna be staring at you tonight. You look really sharp."


  "I did okay cleaning up?" Glenn asked with a laugh.


  "More than okay." Jason felt the older man slide his arm around Jason's shoulder. "I can't believe you did all this. The flowers. The limo… uh… wow." Jason was nervous, and when he got that way, he tended to ramble. But as Glenn looked into his eyes, he suddenly grew silent.


  "Jason," he whispered, "can I kiss you?"


  Jason's nod was barely perceptible, even to himself, and as he leaned into the older man, placing his hand against Glenn's firm chest, he felt the crush of his lips against his own. Jason's heart pounded in his chest as Glenn reached up to place his palm against the side of Jason's face. The touch of both his hand and lips was gentle, but as Jason responded, Glenn's kiss grew more ardent.


  They separated, but only briefly and then Jason shifted his position, leaning further in and grabbing hold of Glenn's shoulders. He pressed his lips once again against those of this man he'd been obsessed with for the previous forty-eight hours. He inhaled the inviting scent of his cologne, felt the firmness of his sculpted upper body as it pressed against his own, and delivered the most passionate kiss of his life.


  Glenn responded by at first receiving Jason's advances, but then began to chase the kiss. He wrapped his arms around Jason's shoulders, guided him back into his seat and leaned over him, drilling his tongue into Jason's eager, hungry mouth.


  Jason gasped when they slightly pulled apart. Glenn was now staring into his eyes. "God," Glenn whispered. "I've been dying to do that for days."


  "We only met a couple days ago." Jason's own voice was barely audible.


  "From the moment I saw you, before I even knew who you were…"


  "Glenn… what about…?"


  He wasn't able to finish his sentence because his mouth suddenly became occupied once again. He leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes as Glenn proceeded to ravage him, showering him with kisses, and when his lips were not pressed against Jason's own, they were buried in his neck, against his cheeks, nibbling his ears.


  "Oh God," Jason said, exhaling.


  At last Glenn pulled away, but Jason was so aroused he didn't want it to stop. "We'll be there soon," Glenn said. He straightened himself in his seat and grabbed hold of Jason's hand. "I… uh… Jason…"


  Jason took a deep breath, squeezing Glenn's hand before releasing it. He reached up and covered his face, rocking back and forth slightly. When he pulled his arms down, he allowed one hand to rest atop Glenn's thigh. "That was intense," he said.


  "I've been trying to restrain myself," Glenn admitted. "Last night, it was all I could do not to drag you back to my room and… and…"


  "I know," Jason said. "I felt the same way, but this is so complicated."


  "It's not complicated unless we allow it to be. Let's just enjoy tonight. Let me give you a wonderful evening. Please."


  "Okay," Jason said, smiling. He turned to look directly into Glenn's face. "I'd like that."


  ****


  Glenn took Jason to Mizuna's, a comfortable yet elegant restaurant in Denver which provided a quiet, romantic atmosphere. Although Jason had lived in Denver his whole life, he'd never been to this restaurant. He and his father had lived a lifestyle that was quite pedestrian and utterly unpretentious. The fact that his dad was both frugal and practical had blinded Jason to culture and the "finer things in life" that were all around him.


  It seemed ironic to Jason that his previous meetings with Glenn had given him the impression that the man was very common. He'd worn blue jeans and sneakers. He talked about things that were familiar to Jason—music and movies and pop culture.


  When it came time to order, Jason didn't know where to begin. "How about I take the liberty to order for us?" Glenn offered. Jason quickly nodded his assent. Glenn ordered them the striped bass. "I hope you like fish."


  "Sure," Jason said.


  An hour later, when they were back in the limo, Glenn turned to Jason, taking him by the hand, and said, "You're not enjoying yourself, are you?"


  "Oh my God, of course I am. You've given me an amazing night… a ride in a limo, a killer meal at a fancy restaurant…"


  "Of which you barely took two bites." Jason felt bad. He didn't know how to respond because the last thing he wanted to do was sound unappreciative. "I really fucked up, didn't I?"


  "No, no, no, of course not," Jason said.


  Glenn leaned forward and pressed the button to lower the window. "Hey, can you take us downtown?" he asked.


  "Downtown?" Jason asked.


  "I'm fuckin dying for a corn dog," Glenn said.


  Jason beamed. "Me too."


  When the driver dropped them off on Colfax Avenue, Glenn rewarded him with a sizable gratuity and thanked him. "We'll catch a cab back to the hotel," Glenn said.


  "Sir, I'd be happy to wait. I'm at your service for the entire evening."


  "Go on," he said, "take the rest of the night off. We'll be fine."


  "Thank you, sir. Thank you very much."


  A few minutes later they were stuffing their faces with corn dogs and chili cheese fries. Jason laughed when Glenn's elbow slipped off the table as he was about to bite into his mustard-slathered corn dog and got a big glob of mustard smeared all over his chin. Jason reached over the table and wiped Glenn's face with his finger.


  "Oh thanks. Geez, you'd think I'd never had a corn dog before…"


  "Careful," Jason said. "You're gonna ruin your expensive suit."


  "Fuck the suit," Glenn said. "Jason, I'm sorry about tonight. I was trying so hard—too hard—to impress you."


  "You succeeded," Jason assured him.


  "Let's say we go have some fun," Glenn suggested.


  He then took Jason to all the gay clubs in town. Most were close together, within walking distance. They did shots and danced, and Glenn even gave Jason a sampling of his Karaoke skills. By three o'clock when the bars were closing, Jason was feeling a bit tipsy.


  "I don't want it to end," he whispered into Glenn's ear. They were standing at the bar, and Jason was leaning against him, his head buried in Glenn's chest. "I've never had so much fun in my life."


  "Don't leave me," Glenn said. "Come back to my room… please."


  Without a word, he grabbed Glenn's hand and allowed himself to be led out of the bar and into a cab. Ten minutes later, he was alone with the man in his hotel room, and suddenly Jason was feeling very sober.


  ****


  "You're beautiful," Glenn whispered as he unbuttoned Jason's shirt, delivering a sweet kiss after finishing with each button. "Inside and out."


  "Glenn…" Jason released a breathy sigh, his voice raspy, yearning. Glenn was down to the fourth button, now running his fingertips across Jason's exposed chest.


  "So smooth," Glenn said. He leaned forward to kiss Jason's chest, wrapping his lips around one of his nipples. When Jason felt his tongue, he threw his head back, moaning. The soft touch of Glenn's fingers sent chills throughout Jason's body. Those hands, they were so strong and masculine and yet conveyed such a gentle, loving touch.


  As Glenn descended his body, Jason felt the man's tongue trailing down his abdomen, finding his navel, all the while deft hands grasped the button and fly of Jason's slacks. Jason looked down, taking in the sight of this gorgeous man now kneeling at his feet. Reaching out, he rested his palms atop Glenn's shoulders, partially to express affection and partially to steady himself.


  He sensed the eagerness of this man kneeling before him, undressing him. He felt as if he were being worshipped, lovingly adored. And Glenn wasted no time, suddenly appearing nearly frantic. He tugged at Jason's waistband, pulling his pants and underwear down to his thighs as Jason's throbbing arousal was finally freed.


  That mouth—oh God, that amazing mouth! Glenn devoured him with one smooth movement. The sensual feel of that tongue against his raging hard-on caused Jason to moan uncontrollably. By pure reflex he gripped the man's shoulders tightly and tossed his head back.


  When he again looked down, Glenn was staring up at him as he sucked. There was no question about it, this man was not a sexual novice. He cupped Jason's ball sac with one hand and held the base of his prick with the other. He had used his spittle to slickly coat the entirety of Jason's throbbing, seven inch shaft and was now using his hand as a sheath. As he expertly bobbed on Jason's cock, his hand and mouth worked in perfect harmony. He incorporated them together in a manner that gave Jason's cock not even a millisecond of reprieve.


  Jason's breath caught in his throat, and he felt momentarily lightheaded, perhaps from involuntarily holding his breath. Without even knowing he was doing so, he began to rock his hips back and forth. So as not to discourage him, Glenn released his balls and slid his free hand between Jason's legs, pressing his palm against Jason's buttocks. Jason felt as if Glenn were urging him in deeper, coaxing Jason to fuck his hungry throat.


  As soon as Jason pulled his hands from Glenn's shoulders and wrapped them around the sides of the man's face, Glenn released his grip on Jason's shaft. He wrapped both hands around the globes of Jason's ass and began forcing Jason to powerfully thrust his hips.


  "Ah fuck!" Jason cried, looking down to watch his cock piston in and out of Glenn's expert, cocksucking mouth. He held tightly to his head as his primal, animalistic nature took over. "Fuck, man! Glenn… oh god, Glenn! I'm gonna fuckin come!"


  When he reached that incomparable point of no return where he was right there—right on the very edge—and it was too late to turn back, Glenn devoured him. He slid all the way down his shaft, taking its entirety to the root, and Jason blasted his load straight down his hungry throat.


  As quickly as that assertiveness had overtaken him, it dissipated. Suddenly he no longer felt like a wild animal, but more like a whimpering, helpless little boy. As he stood there trembling, Glenn rose to his feet, now towering over him, and wrapped him in a powerful embrace. He pressed his cum-coated lips against Jason's, driving his tongue into Jason's gasping mouth.


  "Glenn, oh my God. Oh my fucking God! I've never…"


  Before he knew what was happening, Glenn had steered him to the bed, and Jason was flat on his back. Glenn was atop him, kissing and groping him as Jason giddily squirmed beneath his incredibly masculine, muscular, hirsute daddy.


  Jason clawed at Glenn's clothing, fumbling for the buttons of his shirt. Glenn slid Jason's pants and underwear the rest of the way down his legs and then assisted in undressing himself. Jason had to get those clothes off him. He had to feel that solid, muscular chest, those strong biceps, that tight abdomen. As soon as the shirt was off, Jason buried his face in the soft hair of Glenn's chest, finding a nipple and tugging at just the tip with his teeth.


  Glenn moaned his approval, rolling onto his back. Now Jason was atop him, kissing him, making love to the man's body with his mouth. He was his bear, his big, muscular daddy, and Jason couldn't get enough of him. He slid down Glenn's chest, grasping for the man's belt buckle. He continued to suck and nibble his nipples while Glenn ran his hands over Jason's narrow shoulders.


  Glenn had complimented him, saying what a nice body Jason had, but Jason knew he'd never be a body builder, no matter how much he worked out. His was more a swimmer's build, and he'd always idolized men who were built like Glenn. Big broad shoulders, powerful chest, and bulging biceps.


  And when Jason finally managed to peel open Glenn's fly, he dove for the prize within. A long slab of uncut meat, much thicker than Jason's. He took a deep breath, inhaling Glenn's musky scent, and then opened his jaw wide to accommodate Glenn's girth. As he wrapped his lips around it, he savored the taste, pressing his tongue firmly against the underside of his shaft. He used one hand to pull the skin tightly down the shaft and then tried as best he could to mimic the expert blowjob he'd just received.


  Sucking Glenn was almost enough to make Jason come a second time. He hadn't even lost his hard-on. But Glenn was obviously far more experienced. He didn't get his rocks off after only a few moments of oral pleasure like Jason had. But as Jason looked up at him and saw him staring down, his face twisted in an expression of ecstasy, he felt encouraged, and doubled his efforts to please his man.


  After what seemed an eternity of steadily bobbing his head, deepthroating Glenn's fat shaft, he finally pulled back, gasping for breath. "Baby," Glenn said, "you make me feel so good."


  "I want you inside me," Jason pleaded. "I want it so bad!"


  Glenn slid his palms under Jason's arms and pulled him up the mattress, positioning him again on his back as he leaned over him and kissed him passionately. "Are you sure, babe? Are you sure… so soon?"


  "Yes!" Jason cried. "I'm positive."


  Glenn rolled over and pulled open the drawer of the bedside stand, pulling out a tube of lubricant. He turned back to Jason, kissing him again. "I'll be right back."


  Jason bit his lower lip as he watched Glenn's bare ass when he walked across the room and disappeared into the bathroom. Seconds later he reemerged, carrying a packet of condoms. "I already had the lube in my drawer. I needed it last night when I was thinking about you."


  Jason grinned. "Really?"


  "You're the only thing I've been able to think about since Monday morning when I first saw you." He sat down on the mattress beside Jason. "You have the most beautiful body I've ever seen. Smooth and tight… so magnificently toned."


  "Look who's talking," Jason said.


  Glenn laughed. "I'm big and burly, but you… you're like the statue David. You're a work of art."


  Jason felt his eyes growing moist as he looked into the man's face. The only thing he could do was lean forward and kiss him, cupping his palms around the side of Glenn's cheeks as he showered him with affection.


  "Jason, I don't want to insult you, but I have to ask…"


  He shook his head. "It's not my first time," Jason said. "But I haven't… uh… I haven't done it a lot, and the couple times I did, well, it wasn't great."


  "I'm so sorry," Glenn said, shaking his head. "I'm sorry someone didn't treat you the way you deserve to be treated. How could they not? How could they not worship and adore you? You're so… so perfect."


  "Glenn…"


  The man slid himself between Jason's leg's gently using his palms to spread them apart. He leaned forward and grabbed a pillow from beside Jason's head. "Lift up," he said, sliding it under Jason's bum. "We're gonna do this slowly, and if you feel pain, you stop me."


  Jason shook his head.


  "Yes," Glenn insisted. "Promise me. This isn't supposed to hurt."


  "Okay," Jason agreed. He nodded his head as his heart began to pound more rapidly in his chest. It was such an odd feeling. He wanted it so badly, and yet he was afraid.


  Glenn picked up the lube and squeezed some onto his finger. He grabbed hold of each of Jason's ankles and pushed them upward into the air. "Pull your knees back toward your chest, babe." Jason obeyed.


  He lay there staring into Glenn's face as he felt the finger probing the exterior of his hole. "That feels good," Jason said. Gradually the finger entered him. "Oh man… it feels so good." He was rotating the finger, using a swirling motion, and it felt incredible. In a way it tickled, but not exactly.


  When he pulled out, Jason felt empty. He squirmed a bit on the bed, impatient, and clutched at the bed coverings. "Hold on, kiddo," Glenn said with a laugh. More lube was applied, and then two fingers inserted. Glenn started thrusting his fingers into Jason's now-relaxed hole. "Oh God!" Jason cried as Glenn found his sweet spot.


  "You like?" he said. He reached up and grabbed hold of Jason's throbbing cock.


  "Glenn, no! You're gonna make me… uh… you're gonna make me come."


  Glenn smiled, still gripping his prick but not stroking. "Oh you're gonna come again," he said. "I promise."


  Glenn continued to probe his ass, fucking it with his fingers. He added another digit, then one more. Finally he pulled out. Glenn pushed himself back on his haunches as he tore open the condom, then rolled it onto his raging hard-on. After applying lube, he once more took hold of Jason's ankles.


  He slid closer and instructed Jason to rest his ankles against his shoulders. As he leaned forward, Jason felt the weight of the bigger man atop him. He reached up and grabbed hold of Glenn's neck, pulling his face toward his own. They kissed, probing each other's mouths with their tongues. "Do you want me inside you baby?" Glenn whispered.


  "Yes," Jason pleaded.


  Glenn took hold of his sheathed cock and positioned it against Jason's hole. It was now relaxed; the sphincter had stretched from Glenn's finger ministrations. "As I go in the first time, bear down," Glenn instructed him. "Do it just like you're having a bowel movement."


  "Really?" Jason said, biting back a laugh. He was nervous again, and starting to lose his hard-on.


  "Trust me," Glenn said.


  He slowly eased himself into Jason, and the feeling was much what Jason had anticipated. Regardless of the fact that Glenn had so diligently and painstakingly prepared him, it still hurt like a motherfucker. He bit down on his lower lip. "Bear down!" Glenn said. Jason obeyed.


  The pain immediately stopped, but so did Glenn. "Now relax."


  Jason took a couple deep breaths, staring up into Glenn's eyes. Finally he smiled. "Okay."


  Glenn continued, sliding in a little further. "No pain?" he asked.


  Jason shook his head.


  Glenn thrust the rest of the way in. "Ahhh," Jason moaned, smiling.


  "Feel good?"


  "Oh fuck!"


  Glenn proceeded to make love to him. Jason had no idea anything could feel this good. Over and over, he plowed the head of his prick against that spot… that amazing spot he'd found with his fingers. Jason was rock hard, on the verge of losing it, as he cried out, "Glenn! Oh God… I can't hold back."


  Glenn thrust into him one final time and Jason erupted. He looked up into Glenn's face and saw it twisted into a look of sheer exhilaration. "Unngh!" Glenn moaned as he drained himself inside of Jason.


  Suddenly the man was on top of him, kissing him passionately, and Jason wrapped his legs around the man's waist, buried his tongue deep into Glenn's gaping mouth. "Ah fuck, that was so hot!"


  They lay there, completely spent, in each other's arms, smiling and laughing. Glenn rolled onto his back and Jason lay his head in the crook of his arm. "I love your chest," Jason whispered.


  "I love your tight little bubble butt."


  "I love your fat cock."


  "I love your smooth body."


  "I love everything about you."


  "Shut up and kiss me."


  ****


  "We have one more day together," Jason said. "Why don't you come over and see my apartment?"


  "I've been thinking," Glenn responded as he looked in the mirror. He was shaving while Jason pulled his pants on. They were still in the bathroom after sharing a shower. "I might be able to change my flight, go back on Monday."


  "Really?" Jason said. He stepped up behind the most gorgeous man in the world and hugged him around the waist. He pressed his face against the center of Glenn's back.


  "If you don't make me slice my throat, that is," Glenn said, laughing.


  "Sorry," Jason said, releasing him. "No, please don't cut that beautiful face."


  "Now I know you're just flattering me. This face hasn't been beautiful for about ten years."


  "What are you talking about?" Jason said. "You're incredibly handsome."


  "Jason, you make me feel so young."


  "You are so young. You're forty-one. That's not even middle aged."


  "You better stop it or I'm gonna kiss you, smear all this shaving cream all over your face."


  "You're gorgeous! You're the most beautiful man I've ever seen!"


  Glenn tossed his razor in the sink, spun around and grabbed Jason, pulling him into himself. Jason melted into his embrace, kissing the man squarely on the lips. When he pulled back, he had a white mustache.


  "I warned you," Glenn said.


  "You better let me finish getting dressed," Jason said. "Or we're gonna need to take another shower."


  Glenn shook his head. "Ah to be your age again. How many times can you come in one day?"


  Jason cocked his head, thinking. He held up his hand and counted out on his fingers. "The shower was the sixth, I think. Or was it seven? That is, if by 'day' you mean a twenty four hour period."


  "Unfucking believable," Glenn said, shaking his head once more. Jason laughed.


  ****


  Monday morning, Jason woke up before Glenn. He crawled out of bed quietly, careful not to disturb the man with who'd spent every single minute of the previous four days. After using the restroom and making a pot of coffee, he took a cup outdoors and sat on his balcony.


  A bittersweet feeling washed over him. The weekend had been so wonderful. He and Glenn had a wonderful time. It wasn't entirely about sex, but they certainly got their fair share. They also cooked together, went to a movie, went out to eat. On Sunday, when Jason was sure the office would be empty, he took Glenn in to see where he worked.


  They had so much to talk about and were compatible in so many ways. First and foremost, they both were techies, but more than that, their personalities blended. Glenn was a bit more outspoken and extroverted, and Jason loved that about him. He liked that the man took charge. He liked that Glenn was decisive but not bossy. He was self-confident but not arrogant.


  It was funny how his perception had changed. His very first reading of Glenn was that he was a tad cocky. Jason wasn't sure at this point if he'd initially been wrong or if he'd just gotten to a point where that cockiness had grown on him. Hell, it didn't really matter. Jason liked everything about him, and if truth be told, he probably liked him at least partially because of his cockiness.


  Jason had always been the nice guy. All through school, everyone who knew him, considered him to be friendly and courteous. He had a very laid back, tolerant personality. He was, in a word, non-confrontational. Even with his father, he knew how to communicate with him, calm him down without having the situation escalate into an argument.


  He was glad that Glenn was a little different. He liked the fact that Glenn didn't shy away from confrontation. He liked that he took charge.


  The bitter part of Jason's morning was the reality he was facing. Glenn would be leaving that afternoon. He'd be gone, and Jason's dad would be back. It really sucked because it wasn't just a matter of keeping a relationship a secret from his dad. If Glenn lived in Denver, that might actually be possible. Jason had his own apartment, and he led his own life. His dad didn't need to know who he was seeing.


  But with Glenn living in Houston, Jason didn't know when he'd see him again. It wasn't like Jason could just tell his dad he was leaving for a few days or even for a weekend. Most of the time, Jason worked on Saturdays, and when he was away for any length of time, he told his father.


  As wonderful as the weekend had been, Jason knew that whatever he had with Glenn had to end, and he felt sick about it. He felt as if he could just break down and ball. It was crazy of him, really. He'd only known the man a few days. They'd met the previous Monday, had drinks on Tuesday, gone out on Wednesday and then followed it up with a four-day love nesting in Jason's apartment.


  It was a wonderful affair, but that was all it was. That was all it could ever be.


  "Don't look so sad," Jason turned to the voice behind him.


  "Good morning," he said.


  "What's wrong? You're deep in thought," Glenn observed.


  "You're going away today. I'm feeling a little… I don't know. Melancholic, I guess. It was so beautiful that I don't want it to end."


  Glenn stepped over to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. "Babe, this is just the beginning. Just because I'm going home doesn't mean we can't find a way to see each other."


  "Oh? And how would that be?"


  Glenn shrugged and smiled at him. He leaned over and kissed Jason on the forehead. "I'll fly up every chance I get. I'll fly you down to Texas. We'll have weekends, holidays, vacations… until we're to a point where we're ready to make some serious decisions."


  "Glenn…" Jason sighed. "I can't do that. You know I can't."


  "Okay, then we'll decide right now. I won't go back. I'll move my operation here. I'll open an office in Denver. I design fucking software. It doesn't matter where I live."


  "We just met, and neither one of us is ready for that yet. You don't even know what my farts smell like yet. You haven't even figured out what a horrible singer I am and that I'm anal about my CD collection."


  Glenn laughed. "I've smelled your farts, and I do know those things about you. I heard you at the karaoke bar, and you're anal not just about your CD collection but about everything."


  "That's not my point." Jason reached up to take Glenn's hand. "I've loved the time we had together, but it's too soon to take up a homestead together. And what am I supposed to tell my dad? He doesn't even know I'm gay."


  Glenn stepped over to the empty lawn chair beside Jason and took a seat. "That's not a question I can answer for you, Jase. But I do know that at some point you're gonna have to tell him about yourself. Don't you think he'd want to know?"


  "I don't want to hurt him, Glenn. He's been through so much. I don't wanna disappoint him."


  "Let me ask you this. What do you think is more hurtful: when someone you love lies to you or when they're different than you?"


  "That's not fair, and you know it. I've never lied to my father about who I am. I just haven't told him."


  "That's a lie of omission."


  "Call it what you want to," Jason said, sighing. "The point is, even if I told him I'm gay, how could I ever tell him about you? You know how he is."


  "Jason, I hope you'll give this some more thought. I don't want to be unfair to you, but essentially what you're saying is that you've chosen your father over me. No matter how close we get, no matter what we mean to each other, I'd never put you in a position where you had to make that choice. But right now, you're making it on your own."


  Jason stood up and grabbed hold of the railing. "You just don't understand! I don't even have a choice."


  "So you're saying there's no hope for us? You're not willing to even make an effort to work out some sort of solution—some way for us to see each other?"


  The hot tears began to stream down Jason's cheeks as he felt the emotion sweep over him. "Glenn, I'm sorry. I don't know what to do."


  "You have my number. I want you to give it some more thought. I'll call a cab."


  "Wait! Do you have to go already?"


  "It's after ten o'clock. My flight leaves at one and it's an hour drive to the airport."


  "I don't want you to go."


  "But I have to. You said so yourself," Glenn reminded him.


  Jason stood on the balcony for the next forty five minutes until he saw Glenn get into his cab and leave his life for good.


  ****


  "Wow," Jason said, "you come back tanned, relaxed, happy—in the best mood you've been in years. You need to take more trips to Texas."


  It was their first day back to work and Jason was in his father's office with him. "This coffee is terrible," Robert said. "I wonder if I could get Janine to run over to Starbucks."


  Jason laughed. "Dad, it's the same coffee you've been drinking for the last five years. You want Starbucks, I'll make a run over there. I'll check with everyone else to see what they want."


  "Nah, you don't have to. I'll deal." He turned toward his computer screen, whistling as he read through emails. He was like an entirely new man. Smiling, laughing … and now even whistling.


  "You got more than just a big sale down in Texas, didn't you?" Jason asked.


  His dad grinned. "I had a good time, sure. And what'd you do this weekend?" He looked up from the monitor to make eye contact with Jason.


  "I input all the data from the show. We made a hundred fifty-three contacts which I added to the database. I also worked on the Huntington software and …"


  "In other words, you worked all weekend. You didn't do anything fun or relaxing like we agreed." His dad pushed his chair back and clasped his hands behind his head.


  "I didn't even come in to the office," Jason said, raising his hands, palms out. "Ask Janine or Devin. And I went to a movie. And I ate a corn dog, for Chrissakes."


  His father laughed. "Jason, when was the last time you took vacation?"


  "Uh, I don't know. I've only been home from school for two years."


  "So, never?"


  "I just had a vacation. I haven't worked since last Wednesday. I already told you I didn't come into the office…"


  "Jason, you're on vacation starting immediately."


  He jumped out of his chair, shaking his head. "No, Dad. I have way too much…"


  "A deal's a deal," he said. "I want you to go home, put on a pair of shorts and grab yourself a beer. Then you're gonna open your laptop and find a travel agent and get the fuck out of here for the next two weeks."


  "I can't do that, Dad. Please."


  "Do you know how big this account is that we just landed?" His dad asked. "One point seven million dollars, and it's all because of you, son. You designed it! You created the demos and the Power Point presentations, and you even handled all the details of the trade show."


  "And you sold it! Dad, I had nothing to do with that sale. It was 100% you!"


  "Son, I'm proud of you, and I love you very much, but please don't make the same mistakes I have. There is more to life than work."


  This made no sense. Jason's dad was praising him while at the same time informing him that he was being banished. He knew he should be grateful for the time off work, but it felt more like a punishment to him. "Dad, if you're so proud of me, why are you trying to get rid of me?" He placed his hands on the edge of his dad's desk and leaned forward.


  "No, it's not like that," his father said, staring directly into his eyes. "You know I've been very lucky. When I met your mother, I fell head over heels for her. I never really understood what she saw in a guy like me. I was so blessed.


  "But I wasted those years. All I did was work. I worked twelve, fourteen hours every day. We never took a vacation together, other than our honeymoon. We hardly ever went out for a romantic dinner or even just to do something fun. Then, all of a sudden, it was too late."


  "Mom was very happy," Jason said. "She loved her life."


  His dad nodded. "Yes, but that's not the point. I'll always regret not doing more for her. You've heard the saying that when you walk through a graveyard you never see the epithet 'I wish I'd have worked harder' on a tombstone."


  Jason's dad pushed his chair back and stood up, stepping around the desk. He placed his hand on Jason's shoulder.


  "Dad, I'm glad you met someone who makes you happy. Maybe you should be the one to take a vacation."


  He smiled. "I'm going to. I'll be going back to Texas next month for the installation of the software. I'll be on site until after we go live, and then Laura and I are going on a cruise. I'm gonna need you here to handle everything while I'm gone, which is why you're going on vacation now."


  "Dad!"


  "No arguments. I'm both your father and your boss, and I won't tolerate any insubordination."


  Jason rolled his eyes. He took a deep breath and then sighed dramatically. "Okay fine. If you can go to Dallas, then I can go to Houston."


  His dad smiled and nodded. "Sure. You can go wherever you want. But what's in Houston?"


  "I have a friend there. Someone I knew in college," he lied.


  "Okay." His dad lightly slapped his shoulder. "There ya go. So get the hell out of here. Time's a wastin."


  "Sure you don't want me to run to Starbucks for you?"


  ****


  Jason had been separated from Glenn for less than forty-eight hours, but it felt like a year. He sat in the coach seat waiting for the seat belt light to go off. It was the part of every flight that was most maddening to him. He just wanted off the damn plane so he could again be in the arms of the man he…


  What? The man he cared a lot about? The man who made him happy? Glenn was the first person in Jason's life that had ever made him feel this content. It was like Glenn worshipped the very ground that Jason walked on, and no one had ever been that way with him. To be honest, the feeling was mutual.


  After Glenn left Monday morning, Jason was heartbroken. He was angry and bitter and frankly, very depressed. So what did he do? He worked. He went in to the office that afternoon and worked until almost midnight. When he told his father the next morning that he hadn't stepped foot in the office, it was a bald faced lie.


  Then after his dad informed him that he was on vacation, Jason was afraid to even call Glenn. He had every right to be angry with Jason. It was a wonder the man even would speak to him. But when he answered the phone, he sounded thrilled. He was excited just to hear Jason's voice, and when Jason told him about his vacation, Glenn was ecstatic.


  "So what are you waiting for?" Glenn asked. "Get on a plane and get your sexy little ass down here!"


  Jason laughed. "I have a flight booked tomorrow morning."


  "You couldn't get one earlier?"


  Jason liked that about Glenn. He liked the way he was impulsive enough to do something just because he wanted to. Regardless the cost , impracticality, or inconvenience, if he wanted it, he went for it. Jason had booked the early morning flight in order to save himself a hundred bucks. It just seemed the logical thing to do.


  As he sat there on the plane waiting for it to pull into the terminal, he was kicking himself. He should have taken the more expensive flight last night. He'd already be in Glenn's arms. They'd already have made love at least four or five times.


  After de-boarding, Jason made his way through the terminal toward the security checkpoint. He knew Glenn would be waiting on the other side, and he quickened his pace, dashing hurriedly around the slow moving pedestrians in his way. At last, there he was.


  Glenn rushed over to him, scooping him up into a tight bear hug. It was like they hadn't seen each other in years, and Jason couldn't stop smiling.


  "Mm," Glenn said. "You smell so good."


  "I smell like puke," Jason complained. "A baby spit up next to me on the plane."


  Glenn laughed. "See, you should have taken the late-night flight. Nobody brings babies on the red eye."


  "Well, I'm just glad to be here," Jason said, wrapping his arm around Glenn's waist.


  "You hungry?"


  "Yeah. I'm hungry for you," he whispered.


  Glenn bit his lower lip, staring directly into Jason's eyes. "Don't tempt me. I swear to God I'll find us a supply closet." He glanced around, feigning an inspection of their surroundings.


  "Come on," Jason said. "We need to get my bags. I'm warning you though, I don't travel light."


  "I should have known."


  ****


  Houston was fabulous, beginning with the passionate four-hour lovemaking session at Glenn's home. The couple stayed in the entire first day, made a huge dinner together that evening, and watched movies on Glenn's big screen in the den where they again made love before falling asleep in each other's arms.


  The next day, they went to the gym together in the morning and in the afternoon rented bicycles. Glenn took Jason to a rodeo that evening where they indulged in Texas barbeque, followed by a stop on the way home at the ice cream stand where they each got enormous sundaes. Jason laughed as he pointed out how counterproductive it was to work out all day and pig out all night. They went back home and worked off most of the calories in bed.


  Friday morning Glenn took Jason into the office where he introduced him to his staff. The feel of Glenn's workplace was much like Glenn—casual and easy-going but highly productive. Jason found a corner where he set up his own laptop, thinking he'd just stay out of the way, but when Glenn called him over to show him a software platform he was working on, Jason soon got sucked into the project. "Wait! Go back," Jason said. He leaned in front of Glenn and took over the keyboard, typing rapidly. "There. Try that code."


  "You're a genius," Glenn smiled, kissing the back of his neck.


  For the remainder of the day, they worked together. "Well, I guess you won't be in a hurry to come visit me again," Glenn said as they were locking up the office at eight o'clock that night.


  "What do ya mean?"


  "You come down here for a vacation, and I put you to work."


  "Glenn, what are you talking about? These past four or five hours have been the highlight of my trip. I love that stuff."


  Glenn shook his head. "You really are a geek, aren't you?"


  "Your mouse clicks really turn me on," he said with a bit of a growl.


  "Oh?" Glenn said, pushing the door to the office back open.


  "Don't we have a dinner reservation?"


  "It can wait." He grabbed Jason by the shoulders and steered him back into the office. Before he knew it, Jason was lying flat on his back, stretched out over the top of Glenn's desk.


  ****


  The two weeks that Jason had with Glenn escaped way too quickly. Almost every day, even those when Glenn had to work, included something adventurous. Jason had never before been golfing and had always assumed it would be boring, but he went with Glenn and loved it. Jason had never tried Lebanese food and was a bit intimidated when he first looked at the menu of the restaurant Glenn had sprung on him, but he loved it. Jason had never eaten oysters or sushi or real Texas chili, but he tried them on Glenn's insistence and he… didn't love them. He hated them! But he was grateful for the experience.


  He was grateful for every single minute with the man, especially when he happened to catch Glenn staring at him. Jason would be doing something, minding his own business, and he'd look up to see Glenn frozen, as if mesmerized. Jason would smile.


  "Are you entranced?"


  Glenn slowly nodded. "By you," he whispered. Then five minutes later they were naked…


  Well, sometimes it happened that way. Other times it was enough simply to realize he was the object of this man's affections. He didn't completely understand why. Sure, he got that he was young. Of course, that had to be appealing to a middle aged gay man—having a young, twenty-something boyfriend. But why him? There were so many from which he could choose.


  The night back in Denver that they'd gone to the gay bars together, Jason felt as if he were the envy of every gay man in the city. Glenn was a catch. He was uber attractive, incredibly sexy, intelligent, and by the looks of things, at the very least, upper middle class.


  But when Jason caught Glenn looking at him like that, he got the feeling that Glenn thought he was the one who was lucky.


  "I'm the lucky one."


  "No, I'm the lucky one."


  "No, I am."


  "I am!"


  He thought of the chipmunks from the Bugs Bunny cartoons, arguing with each other over which one was more polite.


  He didn't want to go home. He had just three days left then he'd have to fly back Monday morning.


  "We could go to Dallas this weekend," Glenn offered. "It's a four hour drive. I could take you to a Nascar race."


  Jason thought for a moment. It would be another adventure, one more thing to add to his list of new experiences. He shook his head.


  "As much as I'd love to take a road trip with you, I don't want to waste my last three days. I just wanna stay in. I want to make love to you dozens and dozens of times and pretend this never has to end." He felt like he was experiencing déjà vu. It was Denver all over again, before Glenn had left.


  Glenn stepped over to him and wrapped him in his embrace. He kissed Jason on the side of the head. "Baby, you know I don't wanna push you, but if you don't make a decision, it's going to be like this every time."


  Jason squeezed him tightly. He knew that Glenn's words were true. If he couldn't come clean with his dad and be truthful, every time that he and Glenn were together would be bittersweet. Every time he said goodbye, he'd have to worry about when they'd be able to see each other again. He'd have to worry about keeping his secret. He'd have to deal with being away from Glenn.


  "I'll be flying in Monday before Dad leaves for Dallas. I'm gonna talk to him."


  "Are you sure?" Glenn held Jason's head in the palm of his hands, staring into his eyes.


  Jason nodded. "I don't know how much I can tell him at once, but I'm at least gonna tell him about myself."


  "I'm so proud of you," Glenn said, kissing him softly on the lips.


  "You call me afterward. I'll need to know you're okay." Again Jason nodded, wordlessly. "And if you have any problems, I'll be there. I'll fly up… or I'll fly you back here. Whatever …"


  "No. I have to run things for a few weeks while Dad's gone."


  "That settles it then. I'll come up there. I can work from my laptop. We'll fly up together and I'll stay at your apartment."


  "Really?"


  "Yes! Yes, yes, yes!"


  "In that case, let's go see Nascar!"


  ****


  Well, one of the benefits of flying with Glenn was that Jason's seat was upgraded to first class. That did little to alleviate his anxiety about his upcoming conversation with his father, though. At least they had an early flight and got back in Denver by 9am.


  "We'll just take the cab to my place, and then I'll drive over to the office. I told Dad I'd meet him there around ten, ten-thirty."


  "Are you going to be all right?" Glenn asked, squeezing his hand.


  "Yeah," Jason smiled and nodded. "You know, Dad's whole demeanor seems to have changed since he met Laura. Even last night when I talked to him on the phone, he sounded relaxed and happy. He might not take it bad at all. I mean, don't you think he must at least have a suspicion about me?"


  Glenn released Jason's hand and rested his own on Jason's thigh, just above his knee. He rubbed it gently. "Probably," he said. "My advice is to hope for the best but prepare for the worst."


  "Glenn, that's not very comforting!" Jason objected.


  "What I'm saying is that your father has been known to have a volatile temperament. I just don't want you to be hurt too badly if he overreacts."


  "Yeah, well I'm sure glad you came back with me."


  Jason made it to the office before his father arrived for the day. He started a pot of coffee and said hello to the employees who were already present. He was chatting with Janine, his dad's secretary, when his old man walked through the front door.


  His dad smiled warmly and stepped over to slap Jason on the shoulder. "Well, how was Texas? Oh… nevermind. I'll find out for myself in a few hours."


  "Actually, it was great," Jason said.


  "Oh really?" His dad said sarcastically. "Is that why you were working while you were there?"


  "Dad, I just checked a few emails…"


  "So I probably don't have to waste much time going over everything that happened while you were gone."


  "I think I'll manage," Jason smiled. "I'm sure I can figure it out. But Dad, I do need to talk to you about something before you go." Suddenly Jason's throat became dry and his knees turned to jelly. He coughed then took a sip of his coffee. He was trying to maintain a casual demeanor.


  "Sure, come on," his father motioned him into his office. Once they both were inside, his dad closed the door. "Son, is everything okay?"


  Jason took a seat. "Yeah, everything's fine. I just… well…"


  "What is it?" His dad sat down on the other side of the desk.


  "I don't want to ruin your trip, but there is something I really need to tell you. It's something that's kind of hard for me to talk about." He felt like a robot, as if the words were pouring out of him but he wasn't really the one saying them. He'd rehearsed his speech so many times in his head that he was on autopilot.


  "Jason, what is it?" His father's brow was furrowed as he leaned against the desk.


  "I've been keeping a secret about myself. Well… not really. It's not like I was deliberately trying to lie to you, or to anyone." Jason paused, waiting for his dad to interrupt. When he didn't say anything, Jason continued. "Dad, I'm just gonna come right out and say this. I'm gay."


  His dad leaned back in his chair, covering his face with both hands. A wave of panic swept over him as he saw his father's shoulders begin to shake. And then he began crying… sobbing! No, wait. Was he crying or laughing?


  "Dad?"


  When his father pulled his hands away, a broad grin graced his face. His dad was laughing so hard that he was almost in hysterics. Jason stared at him, puzzled. Now Jason was the one furrowing his brows.


  "Dad!" Jason said, a tad annoyed by his father's reaction.


  "I'm sorry," he said, rising from his chair. He stepped over to Jason and placed his hand on his shoulder. "I … well, I've known that. I've known a long time. I just was talking to Laura about this last night. I've wanted to talk to you for a long time but didn't know how. She said you'd come to me when you were ready."


  "Then why were you laughing?"


  "I was so worried. I thought maybe you'd done something, committed a crime or something."


  "And that's funny?"


  "No. No son, you're right. Of course that wasn't funny, but it just was a relief, and it struck me as being comical because I immediately went from a state of worry to … "


  "So it doesn't bother you?" Jason interrupted. "You don't care that I'm gay? Your only son?"


  He shook his head. "Nope." He started laughing again. "I don't give a rat's ass!"


  "Dad! Did you take happy pills this morning? What is it with you?" Jason was now grinning himself, on the verge of catching his father's infectious laughter.


  His dad shrugged. "It's love. It's Laura. I don't know, a combination of everything. Jason, I've known a long, long time about you. Your mom, when she was so sick, we talked about this."


  "So Mom knew?" Instantly Jason's eyes flooded with tears.


  "She was concerned—not about who you are—but about how I'd deal with it. She made me promise to support and love you no matter what."


  "How could she possibly know?" Jason said, his voice cracking. "I was only fourteen. I don't think I even knew yet."


  "A mother knows," he said, and now he seemed on the verge of tears. He grabbed hold of Jason, pulling him tightly into his chest. "Son I'm so proud of you, and I love you."


  "I love you too, Dad."


  As quickly as his father had embraced him, he let go, backing up to regain his composure. "Are you gonna be all right?"


  "Yeah," Jason smiled. "I'm gonna be just great, but I have one more thing to tell you."


  Jason's dad grew serious. "You didn't also break the law, did you?"


  "Dad, stop it!" Jason laughed. "I can't believe you would think I broke the law. What'd you think I did, hack into the Pentagon?"


  "Well, if there's anyone smart enough to do it…"


  "No, I haven't done any hacking. But the friend I told you about—the one I visited in Houston."


  "Yes?"


  "He's my boyfriend."


  "I figured," his dad said. "This doesn't mean you're planning to leave me, does it?"


  "Oh no," Jason assured him. "I love my job. I have no plans to leave the company. Ever."


  "Good, and what's your young man's name?"


  Young man? Wow, this was going to be a tough one. "Dad, why don't we talk about this when you get home? I'll tell you and Laura all about him."


  "Oh, a mystery man, huh? He's not a rebel or hoodlum or something, is he?"


  "No, nothing like that. He's also a programmer."


  "Well that makes sense, if he was someone you met in college."


  "Dad… go. You're gonna miss your flight."


  His father stepped over and hugged him one more time, this time quickly, with a hard, masculine swat on his back. "I know you'll take care of everything while we're gone. I love you, son."


  "I love you too."


  ****


  Glenn stayed the first full week then flew back to Houston Sunday evening. He had meetings scheduled that he was not able to conduct via Skype. He vowed to be back Thursday. He would drive his car back and stay with Jason at least until his father returned from vacation.


  After his father's placid reaction to his big revelation, Jason felt a bit guilty that Glenn was even there. Guilty, perhaps, but he loved it all the same. It felt to him that Glenn was making a sacrifice for him, leaving his big home in Houston to come share Jason's tiny apartment, especially when it hadn't proved to be necessary.


  Jason found it odd the way his father had taken the news so well. For all those years he had feared hurting his dad. Jason had worried his dad would be disappointed, possibly even angry. His biggest fear was that he would feel as if he had failed in some way as a parent. Interestingly, his father had known—or at least suspected all along. How strange, Jason thought, that Dad would ask me all those questions about girls, wanting to know when I would find a girlfriend.


  Maybe his father had been in a state of denial. He'd had the conversation all those years ago with Jason's mom, but he didn't really want it to be true. Jason guessed that it was this new woman in his life that had made the difference.


  Whatever it had been, Jason was thankful. A huge burden had been lifted from his shoulders, and this gave him the resolve to bite the bullet and confront his father with his other shocking piece of news. Not only was he gay, but he also was in love with his dad's arch enemy.


  He went over the scenario a million times in his head. Should I talk to him about Glenn first and try to reason with him? I could explain to him Glenn's side of the story before actually revealing I'm in love with the man. Or should I tell him about my relationship first, let him blow up, and when he's calmed down, discuss with him what really happened all those years ago?


  Had Jason just acknowledged to himself that he was in love? Wait, wasn't it too soon? How long had it been exactly? People didn't fall in love that fast. Glenn hadn't said the "L" word yet. Of course he wouldn't. They'd only been seeing each other for a month. That wasn't how it worked in real life.


  But Jason knew how he felt. He'd never experienced anything like this feeling. It was a combination of so many wonderful yet powerful emotions. He was giddy and excited while at the same time peaceful and content. Some mornings he wanted to run out on his balcony, spread his arms wide, and shout out to the world, "I've found the man of my dreams, and I love him!"


  He did love Glenn. He was absolutely certain of it, but he was afraid to say the word. What if it slipped out and Glenn didn't feel the same way? What if Glenn didn't want anything serious or long term? What if Jason was just a fling to him? His mid-life crisis.


  All these thoughts passed through Jason's mind during their four grueling days of separation. The only thing Jason could do was the one thing he knew how to do best. Work. He poured himself into his job, going into the office early and staying until well after dark.


  Finally on Wednesday night, he couldn't take it anymore. He'd spoken to Glenn at least three times that day on the phone, but he called him once more.


  "Is everything all right?" Glenn said as he answered the phone. It was after 11pm.


  "No!" Jason said. "Everything is not all right."


  "What is it, babe?" Glenn's voice was laden with concern


  "Us! Glenn, everything is not all right with us. I can't stand this. I can't stand not knowing."


  "Calm down, Jase. What is it? What do you mean?"


  "Glenn… uh… oh God! Glenn, I'm just gonna say it. I love you."


  Jason held his breath, not daring to say another word as he pressed the cell phone tightly against his ear. Tears now were streaming down his cheeks.


  "Babe, I'm so happy you said that." He could hear Glenn's voice choking up. "Because I love you too."


  "You do?" Jason sobbed.


  "I do! I love you so much. I love you, I love you, I love you!"


  "Then why didn't you fucking say so?" Jason said, smiling through his tears. "And why the fuck aren't you here now so I can kiss you, and make unbridled, passionate love to you?"


  "I'm getting my clothes on now and will be on my way…"


  "No, wait!" Jason laughed. "Wait, no I'm sorry. You need to sleep first."


  "How? How can I sleep now?"


  The drive from Houston to Denver was a sixteen hour trek, so Jason did not want Glenn impulsively heading out in the middle of the night with no sleep. "Glenn, no. It's too long a drive. You need to sleep first."


  "I hate sleeping without you," he moaned. "I miss you. I miss the way you curl up next to me, drape your leg over my thigh and rest your head in the crook of my shoulder."


  "My hand on your chest—that amazingly muscular, hairy chest."


  "And the way you smell." Jason could hear Glenn take a deep breath, as if that somehow helped him remember Jason's scent. "I feel your soft hair brushing against my cheek. I keep asking myself, 'Is this real? I must be in a dream because this angel lying here in my arms is just too damn good to be true.'"


  "Oh Glenn…"


  "I'm rock hard. Being this close to you always makes me that way. God, I wish I were twenty years younger. You make me feel twenty years younger."


  "And as I lie there, eyes closed, I run my fingertips across that perfect chest. The hair is so soft, but those nipples… I find one! It's a hard little nub, so excited by my touch. I tweak it, play with it a little, squeezing it with the tips of my fingers."


  "Oh Jason!" Glenn's voice was a raspy growl. Jason visualized him lying there with the phone up to his ear, using his other hand to pinch his own nipple.


  "I open my eyes, sliding myself even closer, up onto your torso. I lick my lips and take that little nub into my mouth."


  "Jase, it feels so good."


  "My lips around it, tongue darting back and forth, I flick your hardened nipple until you squirm beneath me. God, just feeling that body of yours pressed so tightly against me… Fuck! I'm so turned on. I'm so hungry for you. My hands now traveling up and down the sides of your sculpted abdomen. So gently, so delicately, I touch you. I'm worshipping you…"


  "Jason, please don't stop."


  He had to close his eyes as he continued, reaching down to unzip himself. "I begin kissing you. Every inch of that chest, then your neck. I'm so aroused, leaking precum as I wiggle around on top of you. I feel your hands on my back. You moan…"


  He did moan.


  "You grab hold of my head, pull me up for a kiss. Oh Glenn, your kisses are incredible. The feel of that bristle—that razor stubble you always have—I feel it against my chin, against my cheek. I can't get close enough to you. I can't get enough of my tongue in your mouth. You respond, twisting your head slightly as I grind my body against yours, my mouth against your mouth, my tongue against your tongue!"


  "Fuck!"


  "I pull back, kissing you, worshipping you. All the way down your body, every fucking inch of your gorgeous, perfect body. Until finally I find it… I find what I want most. What I need most. And it needs me too."


  "It does need you. I need you. Oh Jason!"


  "I love how yours has its own hoodie." He hears Glenn chuckle. "I pull it back, unsheathing it, staring at the pearl of white precum. So yummy. So tasty, I lap it up, savoring your flavor. Mmm. Oh god, it's not enough! I need more of you. I need all of you.


  "I dive for it, wrapping my lips around the bulbous head. The feel of it in my mouth is heaven. The feel of your shaft in my hand as I wrap my fingers tightly around the base—it's so hard. Pulsing. It's on fire. You're on fire!


  "I press my tongue against that smooth, sensitive underside. I know just how to use my tongue. I know just how to make you squirm…"


  "Yes, yes you do!"


  Jason had his own cock out, stroking it. "Slowly at first, I want you to enjoy it as long as possible. My warm, wet mouth, silky smooth, sliding down that hard shaft of yours. I want to make you writhe on the bed. I want control of you—control of every inch of that masculine, muscular frame. I have you in the palm of my hand, and you're so fucking helpless."


  "Oh Jason, oh please…" His voice was barely a whisper.


  "All the way down, I take you inside my mouth and slide all the way down to the base of your cock. My tongue dances against your throbbing flesh. You squirm beneath me. You moan. You cry out. You beg for it!"


  "Please baby! Oh god, please don't stop. Don't ever fucking stop!"


  "Back up to the tip, my mouth is like velvet, and you love the sensation. But… but you want more. You want to thrust. You want to be as far inside of me as you possibly can be."


  "Yes…"


  "Too bad," Jason teases. "You have to wait. You're not in control. I'm in control and you'll take what I give you. You'll take it and like it!"


  "Yes… oh Jason, please. Please!"


  "Up and down, gaining speed, I suck you faster and hard. You lie there, gripping the bed sheets, bucking your hips. You're getting closer. Closer and closer as I continue to suck."


  "Baby, I'm so close!"


  Jason was close himself. He squeezed his eyes tightly shut as he continued, all the while stroking himself. "I can feel it! I can feel the way your body tenses, the way your cock grows even more rigid against my tongue. Your balls pull up against your shaft. You're right there. You're right fucking there on the brink."


  "Take me, Jase! Take me over the brink.. I beg you!"


  "Unngggh! Shoot it!"


  Glenn moaned loudly into his ear as Jason fired his own load. Copious jets of creamy white fired from his hard shaft, splashing against his abdomen and chest as he began to tremble.


  "Ah fuck!"


  "Glenn," Jason gasped, trying to catch his breath. "I love you. Get some sleep and call me when you're on your way."


  "I love you too, babe. That was so hot."


  "Night."


  ****


  "I really wanna get this project done. Dad's gonna be back tomorrow, and I just want everything to be tight when he gets here."


  "Don't worry about it," Glenn said. "Just do whatever you need to do. I can work from my laptop."


  "Hey, why don't you come with me? Bring your computer, and when I'm done at the office, we'll grab a bite."


  "Sounds like a plan," Glenn said. He stepped over to desk where Jason was sitting and began kneading his shoulders, massaging him.


  "Mmm, feels good. But… we gotta get going." Jason stood up, turned and kissed his man.


  "Are you nervous about tomorrow?"


  "A little," Jason admitted. "But I'm just gonna do it. I'm going to tell him and let the chips fall."


  "You know, Jase, overall your dad's not an unreasonable man. Even back in the day, back when we worked together, he was a pretty easy going guy. He does have that temper, but in general he's a decent and thoughtful person. He's already told you he wants you to be happy."


  "It was my mom who regulated him. She was the one who knew how to calm him down."


  "I can see that," Glenn said, smiling. "You know, I was friends with your mother before I ever started working with your dad."


  "Really?"


  "Yeah. She's the one who introduced us."


  "Did she know about you?"


  He nodded. "Yeah, she knew I was gay."


  "And you were close to my mom?"


  "We were very close, yes. I loved Chris very much."


  "That's really amazing to me," Jason said. "Now that I know the whole story and realize the sacrifice you made. I'm sure it was a really hard time for you too, yet you worked so hard and did what you had to do to get the project done … for my dad."


  "For both of them, really. I didn't know what to do. What else could I do? The thing your mom needed most was her family, and by me working all those hours, it allowed your dad to be with her."


  "And he never realized that? He never appreciated all you did?"


  "He'd just lost his wife. I can only imagine his pain."


  "Glenn, you've lived through his pain. You lost Stephen…"


  "That was later. At the time we lost your mom, I had no idea. I don't hold anything against Robert because I can't say that I would have been any different than he was if I were in his shoes. But I love you, and I hope we can make him understand…"


  "We will. I promise."


  ****


  "Finally! This project was a motherfucker, but it's done. What a relief." Jason pushed his chair back.


  Glenn was sitting on the other side of the desk, laptop open. "You ready to celebrate, then? Hungry?"


  "Starving," Jason said. He stood up and walked around the desk to stand behind Glenn. Placing his hands on the man's shoulders he leaned down and nuzzled his chin into his neck. "I'm hungry for you," he whispered.


  Glenn turned his head slightly and they kissed. It started slowly and gradually intensified, until finally their lips were locked together and they were Frenching like a couple of hormone-driven teenagers.


  The sound of the door behind them did not at first register in Jason's mind. Other than Janine, the secretary, there was only one person who had a key.


  As Jason pulled away from Glenn and spun around to face his father, all he could think was, "Holy fuck."


  "What's going on here?" his dad said. He was staring directly at Glenn. "What the fuck are you doing here?"


  "Dad, you're early."


  "What is that son of a bitch doing here? Jason, what's going on?"


  Jason held up his palms in a gesture of surrender. "Dad, calm down. We need to talk about this."


  "You bastard," Robert spat as he stepped across the room. Glenn stood up to face him.


  "Robert," he said, nodding. "I'm sorry you had to find out like this…"


  "Find out? Find out what? First you steal my software then you try to steal my company… and now this! Now you're trying to steal my son."


  "Dad, it's not like that. Please…"


  "I didn't steal anything from you, Robert."


  Laura was standing behind Jason's dad, her hand now resting on his arm. She appeared to be holding him, perhaps pulling him back. "Robert, calm down," she whispered.


  "Calm down! Are you fucking serious?"


  "Dad, stop it. We need to sit down and talk about this."


  "You lied to me, Jason." His dad was pointing at him, stabbing his finger directly into Jason's face. "You told me your friend was from college. A kid you went to school with…"


  "I'm sorry. How could I tell you…?"


  "That's a damn good question. How could you tell me you were betraying me? Of all the people, Jason!"


  "Please Dad, it's not like that. Please just listen…"


  "Robert," Laura said. "Listen to your son, please. Let's sit down…"


  "I'm not sitting down! And I want you out of my office. Now!" He looked directly at Glenn.


  "Stop it, Dad. If Glenn goes, I go."


  Jason took a deep breath, trying to hold back the tears that were brimming in his eyes. "I love him, Dad. I love him with all my heart. Please don't make me choose…"


  "Robert," Glenn spoke, "think about it. Think about what happened. I never stole anything from you."


  "Get out!" Robert screamed. "Get the fuck out of my office!"


  "Dad," Jason pleaded, "if I go, I'm not coming back."


  "Robert, please," Laura said. "Listen to your son."


  "He's not my son! No son of mine would ever do something like this to me. Go on, both of you. Get out. Get the hell out of my life."


  Jason's mouth dropped open. "Dad… how…?"


  Glenn's arm was around him as Jason raised his hands to his face, holding in a sob. "Come on," Glenn whispered. "Let's go." He turned to Robert. "You don't deserve him, Robert. And you sure as hell didn't deserve Chris. I just pray to God you wake up before it's too late… before you've lost everything."


  ****


  Jason stood in the doorway, staring at the empty apartment, shaking his head.


  "I can't believe this chapter in my life is over," he said, squeezing the hand of the man he loved.


  "Are you having second thoughts?" Glenn asked, leaning in to whisper into his ear.


  "No… no of course not. It's just … well, this should be one of the happiest days of my life, ya know. I should be celebrating, and really I am. I'm very happy, but sad at the same time."


  "Jason, maybe he'll eventually come around."


  "I can't worry about that anymore, though. I've done everything that can be done. I've emailed him, called, even gone to see him. He's cut me off, and I'm dead to him."


  "I'm sorry," Glenn said.


  "He'll probably get the letter today," Jason said. He was referring to his 'goodbye' letter, in which he'd returned the un-cashed check his father had sent him six months prior. It had been his 'severance'. Jason didn't want or need his father's money. He'd already accumulated his own nest egg, and now he had a new job. Glenn had hired him immediately, and he'd been working from home.


  But it was time to move on. The lease on the apartment had expired, and it was pointless to renew it. Besides, he and Glenn had decided together that it was time to make things official. They were in love, and they wanted to be together all the time. They were not just boyfriends. It was not just an affair. They were ready to declare their love publicly, to be joined officially and legally in matrimony.


  Glenn's proposal had been so perfect—so utterly romantic, just as Jason had always dreamed. They were in Corpus Christi at a restaurant along the coast, and when Glenn popped the question, Jason lost it. Right there in the Texas restaurant, he took his husband-to-be in his arms and kissed him passionately.


  "Yes! Oh god, yes, I'll marry you!"


  Same-sex marriage was not legal in Texas, but it didn't matter. They'd have the ceremony there and then fly to New York where they'd make it legal. Glenn had promised to make it special. He said Jason deserved the very best and he was going to spare no expense. Jason felt overjoyed, though he'd have been just as happy with something less spectacular. The important thing was the wedding itself—the vows they'd exchange and all that the ceremony represented.


  For now, their focus was to get Jason moved. Glenn had come up to help, and the moving van had just left. They were driving back together, and by the time they got there, all of Jason's belongings would be waiting for them.


  "Come on," Jason said. "Let's go start our new life."


  ****


  Teri had been Jason's friend since junior high. Back then they called themselves "BFFs", and she was the very first person Jason had told he was gay. After high school, Teri had gone to college out east and then graduated to take a job in New Jersey. He didn't get to see her nearly as often as he'd like, but they stayed in touch through social media, texting, and cell phones.


  She stood beside him in her silk taffeta bridesmaid's gown, gently rubbing the small of his back. "You okay?" she asked.


  Jason held his hand out to show her his tremor. "I can't stop shaking. So nervous…"


  "Aw," she smiled at him. "You look spectacular. Glenn's gonna shit when he's see you in that tuxedo."


  Jason bit his lower lip as he looked at his reflection in the full-length mirror. He squared his shoulders, straightening his posture, and took a deep breath. "It doesn't seem real," he said. "Like I'm in a dream."


  "You two are a dream," she observed, "and I'm so happy for you."


  He pulled her into an embrace. "I love you," he whispered.


  "It's time for me to go," she said. "Will you be okay?"


  "I'll see you in a few minutes," he smiled. "At the altar."


  She squeezed his hand and made her way out of the room. After the door closed, Jason glanced down at his watch. Ten minutes. In ten minutes he'd be walking down the aisle beside his groom. How could the day be any more perfect? How could he ask for anything more?


  He looked up as the door opened.


  "You look fantastic."


  Jason stood there, staring at the man who meant so much to him. "Dad," he whispered.


  They paused momentarily then stepped closer to each other. "Son, I'm so sorry."


  He couldn't speak. The lump in his throat made it impossible, so he simply nodded. With his eyes filled with tears, he stepped forward, holding out his arms. His father's embrace enveloped him, and Jason buried his head in his Dad's shoulder.


  "Dad, I love you," he whispered. "Thank you for coming."


  "Jason, I've been such a jackass."


  "I know," Jason said.


  His dad pulled back, holding him at arm's length, and nodded. His eyes were moist as he smiled at his son. "Look at you," he said. "If your mother could only see you, she'd be so proud."


  "I think she can," Jason whispered.


  "I've been thinking a lot about your mom lately." He looked down at the floor then raised his head to again look Jason in the eye. "It was Laura who really made me think about it, see things clearly. When I got your invitation I did what you probably expected me to do. I threw it straight in the garbage. I didn't know it then, but she had fished it out and held onto it.


  "She brought it to me, placed it on my desk when I was working. Asked me to think about what your mother would say to me if she were alive today." The tears streamed down his cheeks. "I didn't have to think long. I knew. I already knew a long time ago. She'd say, 'Robert, you're a stubborn, bull-headed fool. Get your head out of your ass before you lose the one person you love more than life itself.'"


  "Oh, Dad."


  "I was so angry when I lost—when we lost your mom. I was furious, pissed off at God and the world. I couldn't believe how damn unfair it was. She was so young, so beautiful, and she had so much more to give to the world. Worst of all, she had a child, and it was so wrong that she wouldn't get to see him grow up.


  "It was so wrong that as you grew up, you wouldn't share all those special moments with your mother. The science fairs. The band concerts. Your graduation from high school and college. And now… your wedding.


  "It was this anger—this rage—that made me so crazy. I was bitter and wanted to lash out, but I didn't have anyone to take it out on. I attacked the one person who'd helped me the most. I know Glenn didn't do anything wrong. If anything, he saved my ass. But I drove him away, and then it was too late. I was too proud to admit my own foolishness."


  "Dad, he knows. Glenn knows how much you were hurting."


  "I have to tell you, this is going to be an adjustment. I've thought of Glenn as my friend, my business partner—or former business partner—for a lot of years. It's kind of strange to think of him as a son-in-law."


  Jason grinned. "I know, right?"


  "But for as long as I've known him, he's always been an upstanding guy. He was your mom's dearest friend, and I know if he loves you as much as you say he does, then he's gonna take very good care of you."


  "We're going to take care of each other."


  Robert nodded. "Yes. Son, I'm so sorry. Will you please forgive me?"


  "Yes," Jason whispered. "Of course, yes. And will you forgive me for lying to you?"


  He nodded then pulled his son back into his arms.


  "Oh my God, that's my music," Jason said. "Dad, will you give me away?"


  He wrapped his arm around Jason's shoulder as they headed for the auditorium.


  ****


  Glenn and Jason met at the center aisle, Jason being escorted by his father. When they approached, Jason saw Glenn look his dad directly in the eye. Robert held out his hand and they shook firmly, both smiling, before Glenn took Jason's hand.


  As they walked up to the altar, Jason's heart soared. He now knew the answer to his question about how the day could be more perfect. He and Glenn stood before the clergy, their family, and their friends, and they declared their love for each other.


  When Jason looked down at Glenn's hand as he was about to slip the ring on his finger, he whispered these words: "With this ring, I thee wed."


  THE END
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  THE WOLF AT MY DOOR


  by Pia Veleno


  "Sam! What the fuck do you think you're doing?" I threw myself against my restraints, but Sam had been raised by a survivalist father. He knew how to tie a knot. He could probably design a leash that would restrain a ticked off black bear out of a shoelace. I was so fucked, and I didn't even know why.


  Sam pressed his cell phone to his chest and shushed me. He shushed me!


  "Fuck you, Sam. This isn't funny. Untie me!" I strained again, and a cowering voice of reason told me that I was likely tightening the ropes further by struggling, but I snarled at reason. Reason didn't tell me why Sam turned one of our random wrestling matches into a crash course in bondage.


  "If this is about that book, the shit is getting old."


  Sam said something into his phone in a voice so quiet I couldn't even guess what he said to whomever. Damn him, I hated secrets. Especially secrets that involved me being trussed to a chair. The rope bit into my arms and wrists and the chair dug at my bare back. I'd just tossed my shirt on the way to the shower when Sam waylaid me. We'd been friends since grade school, so impromptu wrestling sessions weren't unusual when one or both of us needed to blow off steam or settle an argument, but losing one by being tied to a creaky kitchen chair was not a part of our friendship.


  When Sam disconnected and shoved his phone into the pocket of his too-tight jeans, I forced my fury into a dark corner of my mind. I wanted to know what was going on, and if I was yelling at him, I might miss an explanation. The only sound was his heavy, black boots clomping across the scratched and worn hardwood floors. In a harsh whisper that I hoped would convey my anger, I said, "Sam." I took a deep breath, but it didn't help. "This is not funny."


  He said nothing as he pulled on a red and white armored motorcycle jacket and then zipped it up. He remained equally silent as he pocketed his wallet and keys, and grabbed his helmet.


  "It's not supposed to be funny," Sam said.


  The first words he said since he overpowered me with ropes and brute strength and they didn't make a damn bit of sense. Before I could formulate a coherent response, Sam walked out the door. Before he shut it, he glanced back at me, smiled, and said, "The magic word is bubble gum."


  "What the fuck does that mean?" He shut the door without giving an answer. "Come back here and untie me, you asshole!" Still no answer. My best friend had finally lost his mind. We'd joked about it as kids. We'd decided that masturbating melted brain cells, so too much and we'd lose our minds. Of course, back then, we'd try to get to that point on several occasions. Sam definitely lost a few too many brain cells lately… and he's the one who thought I needed to get laid. I screamed at the door: "Bubble gum is two words, asshole. Bubble. Gum. Bubble gum! I surrender! Bubble gum!"


  ****


  I had exhausted myself. Sam didn't leave me any play in the ropes, and as old as the chair was, it was sturdy too. When I'd tried to pop a cross bar to free my ankles, I'd only succeeded in nearly tipping over. Despite the workout of trying to break free, I was still surprised to find I'd dozed off in my awkward predicament. With my arms tied to the back of the chair, my shoulders burned. My neck screamed as I straightened my lolling head and blinked at the dim light in the room. I couldn't see a clock, but based on the fading light I'd probably been stuck in the chair for over an hour.


  "Sam?" I twisted my aching neck to look around. I'd heard something. Maybe it was the beginnings of a dream, but I didn't think so. My heart raced, and my breath sounded loud in my ears. "Is that you, Sam?" I figured if he'd come home I'd have heard him, or he'd have taunted me awake for whatever the fuck his intention was with this crap. I didn't know what else it could've been though. We didn't have a cat, and our neighbors were generally very quiet.


  Then I heard it. I tried to sit up, but the ropes held me slouched in the chair. Ankles bound to the legs and wrists bound to the back support, everything ached. Shit, what I wouldn't give to be able to stand and stretch. Or sit upright. Or strangle Sam.


  But the more pressing point was getting free. No, the noise at the door. At first I thought someone was testing the knob, but then I heard the scrape of a key in the lock, and slowly, the door swung open. Finally!


  "You'd better have a damn good reason for this," I said, "or I'm going to kill you."


  "Oh, I do." The door opened toward me, so I couldn't see the face that went with the silky voice, but it sure as hell wasn't Sam's. I craned my neck, straining against my restraints to see the intruder. A slim hand with long fingers and black nails wrapped around the edge of the door just before a heart-shaped face peeked around it. A face I didn't recognize. What the fuck was going on?


  "A very good reason," the stranger said in a low, sultry voice.


  He took my breath away. Cliché, sure, but in that moment, I forgot I was mad at Sam, and I forgot I was tied up, and I even forgot basic English and how to close my mouth. He was beautiful. Yeah, I was the biggest proponent for calling guys handsome and women pretty, but damn, this guy was pretty, and not in a flaming, I need attention, screaming gay kind of way. Just pretty, beautiful, breath-taking. Despite my aches, my dick took notice, which was what finally snapped me back into the real world because trussed up like I was, with my shoulders pulled back, and my thighs spread, this stranger would get a full view of just how much he affected me.


  I reined in my hormones long enough to start with my unreasonable demands again. "Who the hell are you?" Like I could do a damn thing about it. "Hey, come untie me." Like anyone breaking in would release the resident who'd call the cops. "What are you doing here? With my key? Looking like that?" Okay, calm down, damn it.


  That last question made the least sense, so I snapped my mouth shut and did my best to scowl at what I could only call a dirty little angel. He was tall and thin, but the outfit he wore did little to make him look like a heavenly creature. He had a smooth, pale complexion highlighting his high, sharp cheekbones, watchful eyes, and full lips that curled into just a hint of a smile. He wore leather pants that could've been painted on latex they were so snug. A full mesh shirt stretched across his chest showed off his flat abs, and hugged sinewy, defined arms. What did they call it? A swimmer's build? Leather and water didn't mix, but it worked for him. He wore purple Sketchers and purple eyeliner that matched his purple faux hawk, and the plastic bracelets clustered around one wrist sparkled with purples, greens, and oranges. Okay, maybe he was screaming it out loud, but he could pull it off like Lady Gaga could pull off a meat dress. I'd invite her over to a barbeque, and I wouldn't dare mock this enigma of flaming gay punk.


  If I hadn't been in pain, tied up, and plotting Sam's agonizingly drawn-out death, I'd be all over this guy.


  "Sam didn't tell you?" the purple angel asked.


  That voice went straight to my balls. Why the fuck was it so hard to stay mad at this stranger? He was sexy, sure, but I was all kinds of pissed off.


  "He told me a magic fucking word that was actually two words. Where the fuck is he?"


  Ignoring my question, the sexy little punk shut the door and walked across the room. He dropped a heavy looking backpack on the floor when he stopped in front of me. "Good," he said, "he remembered to tell you your safe word."


  "What?" I was staring at his hands. What had looked like black nail polish from the door shimmered with shades of cracked gunmetal grey and a deep, dark purple. Purple, again. I should be thinking freak, but instead, I wanted those hands on me, his pale skin conflicting with my naturally deep Mediterranean color.


  "You like?" he asked, fanning his hand in front of me. "Super work, that girl. She's hot too, if you're into that. You're not into that, are you?"


  "What?" I didn't like sounding like a broken record, but between Sam's odd behavior earlier, and this amazing creature standing in front of me, I was certain my brain had completely melted. Maybe Sam was right. I needed to get laid in a bad way if I couldn't tell this guy off for his role in Sam's latest fuck up of a practical joke.


  "Girl parts? For or against?" He smiled, and it lit up the dim room. I suspected he knew the answer.


  I blinked at him as if attempting to dispel a mirage before sipping sand. "I have nothing against girls, but I'd rather not touch their, uh, girl parts."


  His laugh went straight to my balls and then shot through my cock. Again, as if reading my mind, his gaze dropped to my crotch. I held my breath, awaiting judgment. The left corner of his lips curled up. Amused? That couldn't be good. Could it? Fuck. Focus, Jason. He's in on Sam's sick joke. Don't play along.


  "Who the fuck are you? How do you know Sam? What in hell is going on here? Why do you have my fucking key?" He held up a hand, and I immediately stopped. Fuck me, I'm in trouble.


  He turned on a lamp beside the sofa. Not much light, but I couldn't complain since I couldn't even do that much. "I'm your birthday present." He smiled then, and it was part playful and part predatory. Even untied, I'd feel like the rabbit staring down the starving coyote, and I'd eagerly await his bite.


  "It's not my birthday." What else could I say? Sam bought me a whore, why? Because I was reading that book? I'd thought he'd finally given up giving me shit about reading it. Hell, everyone was (reading it, not giving me shit), and I had been curious why since the girls at work wouldn't tell me many details. So what if I'd started jacking off after one particularly heated chapter. There were girl parts in the story, and yet that damn scene had gotten me so fucking hard I had to have relief.


  And then Sam had walked in, looking for a bottle opener of all things.


  "Oh, good, I don't get along with water signs."


  I frowned, but he waved away my reaction. "I don't really believe in that stuff, but it has been a heck of a coincidence. I've been avoiding the Pisces altogether after my last boyfriend. Ugh, as if I could even call him that. What a jerk." He shook his head, and then gave me that cock-eyed smile again. "Or what an asshole, as you'd say. Do you always swear so much, or is it because you don't like birthday surprises?"


  "I told you. It's not my birthday."


  "Tomato, tomahto."


  "Since you're a birthday present, I don't suppose you'll untie me if I tell you that's all I need?"


  "Oh, sweetie, no."


  I raised an eyebrow.


  "Too much?" He laughed. It was musical and pushed all thoughts out of my head, including his question.


  He gave my shoulder a little shove. "Answer me, sweetie."


  I winced, but I nodded.


  "Oh, sweetie, are you sore? I know I was a little late, I know, but I didn't think I was that late." He rubbed my shoulder, his hand electric over my skin. I stifled a little moan as he worked the protesting muscle. "Yes, you are. You poor, poor thing. I made you wait too long."


  He moved his other hand to my other shoulder. At first I was torn between accepting relief or trying to shrug him off. He was a part of my discomfort, even if Sam planned it. Whatever "it" was. Against my will, my eyes drifted shut and my mouth fell open. He had small hands, but they were strong. He melted away the stress of being frozen in place with firm and talented fingers. I forgot my anger, and soon a moan escaped my throat.


  "That's better," he whispered. He kept working my shoulders, but then I felt a weight on my thighs and the chair creaked. My eyes snapped open as he slid onto my lap, straddling my hips. Because my ankles were bound to the legs of the chair, spreading my knees wide, he had to sit high on my thighs, against my hips, against my not-quite-erection that immediately headed for full on boner with him straddling me so intimately.


  "What are you doing?" I'd meant it to sound angry and demanding, but the words whispered over my lips as my gaze drank in his mouth, his chin, his long, lickable neck, and the gentle curve of his nicely defined pecs. No, no girl parts for me, not when I could enjoy a chest like his. Smooth skin, no hair, and dark, hard nipples begging to be sucked and licked and pinched. Yeah, no way I was hiding a damn thing, so I decided to enjoy it, just for a moment. Obviously Sam meant well, in his own warped and deluded way.


  Once I'd relaxed again—as much as I could with my arms and legs bound—he leaned in closer and whispered in my ear. "What do you like?"


  I groaned. What wouldn't I? Shit, why didn't Sam tell me? Then I would have spent the last hour looking forward to this dark angel, and not pissed. It had to be that stupid bondage book because even knowing this guy was a gift, I still struggled to wrap my head around being tied up to meet him.


  "Untie me," I said. He sat up straight, and his hands stilled. He cocked his head to one side and suddenly I got the impression I'd spoken a foreign language. "Come on, untie me so I can touch you. That's the point, isn't it?"


  "Is it? That's not what I heard."


  "Fucking Sam," I said, suddenly exasperated.


  "Shh… Language."


  He pressed a finger over my lips and instead of being annoyed, like when Sam shushed me, I fell silent willingly. I wanted to make this stranger happy. I wanted him to resume rubbing my sore shoulders, but not like this. It felt good, but it still hurt.


  "I liked what you were doing before," I whispered.


  "But?"


  Oh, he's good. "But as good as you are with your hands, I've been stuck here too f—" I censored myself without consciously deciding to do so, but his comments about swearing seemed to have stuck. "I've been sitting so long my ass is numb." Only so much, I supposed, and maybe a part of me hoped he'd rub that ass too, whether he considered it a bad word or not.


  He tapped a finger on his lips, his alluring grey-blue eyes studying me. "If," he said with great stress on the word if, "if I untie you, will you do as I say?"


  My eyes widened, and he smiled that playful-feral smile. He knew he had me even if it weirded me out to be bossed around by a guy who had to be forty pounds and at least two inches smaller than me.


  "Everything," he said. "You must behave."


  "Being good is overrated."


  "Oh, sweetie, I am very, very good. Don't you dare knock it."


  I laughed. For the first time since I walked in the door, I felt comfortable and content. Weird, since my shoulders burned with renewed anger at their position, and I still hadn't decided to forgive Sam yet.


  Still, I nodded. "But I'm not calling you Mistress."


  He snorted and rolled his eyes. "If you do, I'll leave you just like this, and then not call Sam to tell him that it's safe to come home."


  My smile widened. "We have until you say so?"


  He shrugged. "Always. When I say so may be up for negotiation."


  I wasn't negotiating anything. Maybe I'd just run up a helluva bill in "extras" to teach Sam a lesson I could enjoy. Oh, yes, this would be fun.


  "What's your name?" I craned my neck to try and see his face as he crouched beside and behind me to untie my elbows and wrists.


  "Wolfgang," he said simply. When I didn't reply, digesting the unusual name for the unusual guy, he added, "My mom had high hopes of me becoming a concert pianist. Most people just call me Wolf, because I'm no Amadeus."


  "So you're not. A pianist, I mean?"


  For a brief moment, his surprise showed, and then he corrected me. "He was more than just a pianist." He winked and continued, "I play, and I play well, but I didn't have the dedication for that level of cut-throat competition. I teach instead."


  A music teacher? My heart swelled. I thought of the guitar collecting dust in my closet because I'd been too lazy to do the research to find a good teacher who would allow me to learn songs I actually liked.


  "Do you play anything else?"


  "Guitar, cello…" he laughed.


  "Why is that funny?" I tried to twist to see what he was doing. The knots were strong, but it seemed to take a lot longer than it should, and so he spent too much time out of my sight, his fingers brushing fire over my skin as he did whatever he was doing back there with the ropes.


  "I accidentally set my mom's grand piano on fire, so she threw my first guitar in the fireplace. She came home early one day, and I had to hide a cigarette quickly. I had nothing against the piano." He stood and smiled down at me, and this smile full of fond memories glowed brighter than his sexy thoughts smile. I wanted to know more about him; I wanted to make that beautiful smile grace those lips again and again. Was I angry when he showed up? That seemed hours ago.


  "Did the cello survive?"


  He draped his arms around my neck and straddled my hips again. "Do you really want to know?" he asked.


  My immediate reaction was yes, but I paused. Did yes pop into my mind because I was enchanted by this colorful man with the sexy body and the cocky smile, or did I want to agree because my dick was hard and he could relieve that undying need? It had to be some of both, but yes, I did really want to know. He fascinated me, this modern Wolfgang.


  "Yes, I do. I have a guitar, but I never learned to play it."


  He tickled the back of my neck with a light caress. "Perhaps I'll show you a chord or two before the night's out." He stood, and I frowned. He took a step back and said, "Stand."


  "But…" I lifted my arms; he'd bound my wrists together. My biceps no longer dug into the chair back, however, so cautiously I stood.


  When I wobbled, he was there, steadying me with his arm around my waist. "Easy there, big guy, let the blood circulate through those thick muscles for a minute."


  Big guy was right. I towered over him. From a seated position, I didn't get a good idea of his size. I had four, maybe five inches on him. He was smaller without looking scrawny—his muscles fit his frame nicely—but as we stood within inches of each other I became very aware of how wide my shoulders were, and how lean and trim his entire body was. I wondered if I would crush him if he'd been the one to initiate the wrestling match instead of Sam. I didn't want to break this beautiful, musical, punk angel.


  "Damn, you're good," I said softly. I didn't think of guys as angels. I didn't fall for anyone. I'd had a few relationships, but they tended to be more on the side of friends with benefits than sweeping romances. I blamed professional charm. After all, as my boss liked to remind me, a large part of any service job is making the customer happy. Hell, this purple-haired wonder made me want to write poetry.


  No, not literally. I couldn't write a poem to save my ass, but I thought I could redefine purple prose while watching those full soft lips suck down my cock. Purple, I'd never have thought I'd be into purple hair, but my fingers itched to dig into it. Maybe it was the image of his head bobbing as he swallowed me down.


  He said nothing, but his smile cocked to one side telling me that he could either read my mind, or had a damn good guess at what ran through it in that moment. We stared at each other for several more seconds before he turned and led me down a hallway. It was then I realized he held the tail to the rope that bound my wrists behind my back. I followed, the rope wrapping around one hip as he tugged me along. He walked with a sway that shook his ass at me. I wondered if he did that simply because he knew I had to be checking him out. Didn't matter one way or the other; it was quite a view.


  He stopped just inside my bedroom doorway and said, "Lay on your stomach."


  I hesitated. "Aren't you going to untie me?"


  "No." He waved at the bed, and I was filled with the realization that not many guys dared to refuse him.


  Why the hell not? Things have been going well since I stopped yelling at him. I could do with more of that. I crossed to my bed and eased onto it. Despite being careful, with my hands bound behind my back I lost my balance and fell onto one shoulder. My bed is soft, but my body still ached, so the landing sent shocks of fire through my shoulder, arm, and chest, and not that good kind of fire that Wolfgang's touch had inspired.


  "Fuck," I muttered into the pillow. At least I didn't crack my head on the wall.


  "Are you begging?" There was laughter in his tone. To soothe the sting, he slid an arm under my chest and eased me flat. His touch was gentle but strong, surprisingly strong for a guy I'd thought I could crush just moments ago.


  I turned my head to breathe, but also to watch him move. Wolfgang coiled the tail of the rope on the bed beside me and reached for my wrists. As he bent over me to untie my hands, my gaze ravished his thighs, his calves, his ass, and the occasional glimpse of his crotch. He was either rock hard or well hung. Maybe both. I wanted to taste him. For once, the drool on my pillow was not because I'd done so in my sleep. He was damn sexy, yes, but he was gentle too. As I admired his appearance, he carefully arranged my body, mindful of my aching muscles. This tenderness conflicted with his wild look. So did, in my eyes, his warm, teasing smile. I found him fascinating, and for the first time in a long while, I wasn't in a rush to strip down and get to the nasty. Sure, I wanted him to fuck me—I'd be crazy not to—but I also wanted to know what other little tidbits of his personality would surprise and endear me.


  "Relax, Jase," Wolfgang said, his voice soft and soothing. "Your shoulders are going to hurt when you move. Let me move you. Just relax completely; don't tense them or try to shake it out." As he gave me his instructions, he rubbed my biceps and shoulders. I had a vague notion my wrists weren't bound together any more. The rope was still there, but there was play between my wrists. It didn't matter. He told me not to move, so I remained still, focused completely on his touch and his words.


  "My name is Jason."


  "You don't like sweetie, and you don't like Jase. Do you have any nicknames at all?" I peeked through half-open lids. Did he sound disappointed? He didn't look offended, but he had a point. I shrugged and it hurt. I focused on forcing my body to relax again. He rubbed the rebellious trap muscle without admonishing me.


  "I don't know," I said to his last question. "Everyone calls me Jason."


  "I like Jase. It's sexy. Unless you say the word, I'm going to call you that."


  The word. Uh-huh. Then my melted brain sent out a reminder. Sam had said something about a magic word. The proverbial light bulb lit. I'd read about that, but they called it a safe word. Sam, you mother-fucker.


  "Jase?" Wolf's hands had stopped, and he leaned to the side to look into my face. The seriousness in his expression did nothing to rob him of his beauty, but I still didn't want it there.


  "No," I said. I started to shake my head, but resisted. My neck didn't hurt as much as my back or shoulders, but if I could get a full body massage out of this guy with the magic fingers, I'd let him tie me up every day. "I'm good."


  His smile returned. "I thought you said good was overrated?"


  "Oh, no. I changed my mind. You, for example, are fucking great at massages. Do I want to know how much experience you have?"


  "Does it matter? I'm a professional."


  Are we calling it that again? I'd always been partial to the term rent boy over professional or escort. It's dirty and sexy and playful all at the same time.


  Until he said that, I'd forgotten. I'd started to believe he and I had a connection. I was surprised to find I was disappointed. I'd just met him, but from the shock of purple hair, to the long sexy fingers that could tickle ivories or beat knotted muscles into submission, to his easy going nature graced by a killer smile, I could fall for him. I wanted to. I couldn't.


  Brushing away depressing thoughts, I returned the conversation to music. "So tell me about the cello."


  I lost track of time as Wolfgang rubbed my stinging sore muscles and told me stories of growing up under the pressure of being a perfect child, set out for display by a mother who wanted to relive her younger years through her children. The cello had been a punishment, but Wolfgang had loved it, and not, as he said, because he cradled a huge piece of wood between his legs but because teasing music from such a large, cumbersome instrument felt like a seduction of sound and will. There had been other instruments, but none like the cello. As we moved on in conversation, I learned about his voice lessons, horseback riding, and private dance classes both for performance and the fancier things like the waltz and rumba. He had an amazing, if somewhat busy childhood.


  "I went to a cowpoke camp once," I said when he told me about the riding lessons. "I was ten, and my sister was twelve. She wanted to ride, and I hated her for choosing that camp when I wanted to play sports all summer. Turns out she hated it, and I loved it."


  "Why?" He'd asked me. He sounded truly curious.


  "She wanted to learn fancy riding, like a lady, she'd said. We spent as much time mucking stalls, grooming sweaty horses, and other stuff that she'd never deign to do if they hadn't threatened to take away riding privileges. And forget getting her to wear a cowboy hat." I chuckled, wondering what Kenzie would say now that we'd both grown up.


  "She would've loved my lessons," Wolfgang said as he continued to work my muscles into submission. "I was taught hunt seat, and dressage too. No Western saddles were allowed in my mother's stable. And she'd never let her child brush a stinky horse when she had servants to do it."


  I wondered briefly what he was doing working as a rent boy when his family had money, but I wouldn't ask. Why ruin the wonderful mood? Besides, if my mom had been so strict, I probably would be rebelling in some form too. Though I didn't ask him more about his family, it distracted me. He seemed to understand, and didn't prod me to pick up the conversation until I chose to speak. His hands never stopped, however, moving over shoulders, back, and arms in hypnotic patterns. I almost didn't want the pain to stop because I didn't want him to stop either. I couldn't afford a rent boy, but if I could've I would've set up a reoccurring thing right then and there. I didn't even lie to myself and say it was strictly for the physical contact, though that was a huge perk to what started as an awful evening. Maybe I wouldn't kill Sam after all.


  I loved the way Wolfgang worked my muscles. His massage went deeper than the pain of sitting trussed up for almost two hours (I checked the clock on the bedside table) and hit some of the sore spots I'd created pounding weights over the weekend. I'd been cranky at the thunderstorms that kept me indoors, and in venting at Mom Nature, I'd pulled a muscle in my back. It was that knot currently refusing to buckle under Wolfgang's ministrations but he seemed determined.


  He leaned over me. I didn't move. Whatever he wanted, I'd comply. In my ear, he whispered, "I'm going to move your arms. If it hurts, say the word and I'll stop." I might have nodded. I thought about it, but floating on the cloud woven of relaxed muscles and a half-hard cock I couldn't be certain.


  His fingers brushed down my forearm before wrapping around my wrist just below the rope. He lifted one hand and with great care, swung it slowly out and up over my head. He lay my hand down on my pillow, brushing his fingers undermine as he did. Then took the tail of rope and wrapped it around a slat of the headboard.


  "Whoa," I said.


  "Yes?" He hadn't slowed at his task.


  "What are you doing?"


  "Would you rather not?" He still didn't stop. He tugged at the rope to test his knot. As he caressed his way down my other arm, I thought about his question. By the time he'd eased it over my head to rest on my pillow, I'd already decided the answer was no. Not that he waited for an answer. I briefly wondered what he'd do if I did say no, but I couldn't bring myself to test him.


  Once he tied the second knot, he returned to my back, attacking the knotted muscle that refused to be loosened with renewed dedication.


  "By the way, I won't call you Master either," I said. Now that the surprise was over, the titillation of being tied up and helpless to whatever pleasure Wolfgang had to offer surged through me. I started to hope he'd get bore with the massage and get back to teasing me with his body. I let my mind drift to him straddling my hips, my hands itching to touch him as he rolled against me. I wanted him—bad—and we hadn't even kissed yet. Would he let me kiss those full, sexy lips? I didn't even know, but I sure as hell would try if he gave me the chance.


  "What else won't you do?"


  "Huh?" I moaned into his touch. The knot I'd thought I'd have to baby for several more days faded back into normal muscle. No, check that, very happy, very relaxed muscle.


  "I get the impression Sam didn't explain much."


  "Try nothing at all."


  "He said you were reading some bondage books."


  "One bondage book. I was curious." I tugged at my restraints, suddenly feeling self-conscious tied to my own bed.


  Wolfgang had been kneeling over me, sitting on my thighs, but as I fidgeted he leaned over me. He trailed his hands lightly over my arms and down to my wrists. When he covered the ropes squeezing gently, I stilled my hands. His warm body seemed to cover all of me, and I surrendered.


  When his warmth disappeared, I jerked up. I had little room to move my hands, so I lifted my head, arching my back. "Where'd you go?"


  After several long seconds of silence, I called out again. He wouldn't leave, would he? "Wolfgang?"


  He appeared in the doorway with a glass of water in hand. "I love the way that sounds coming from you, Jase." He emphasized his nickname for me, but I found I didn't mind. I liked him calling me Jase. "Are you thirsty?" he asked.


  I shook my head. No, I watched his throat as he finished the glass and wished he had more. Damn, even drinking was sexy when Wolfgang did it. Maybe I'd fallen for that charm a professional could pull off, or maybe it was knowing we'd fuck, probably repeatedly before the night's end. Part of me wanted to believe neither, to believe that the music playing, horse riding side of Wolfgang was the real man. I wished I could find a guy like him who wasn't a rent boy. When we talked, we connected. I could become good friends with Wolfgang if he hadn't been paid to make me happy. He set the glass on my bedside table and then crawled onto the bed. Rising up on his knees, he unbuckled his belt and slowly slid the leather free.


  "What next?" he asked. "Shall I spank you?"


  In an instant, a switch flipped in my head. "No. No fucking way." I rolled on to my side as much as the ropes would permit. I bent a knee, putting it between us, fully prepared to kick him in his tempting bulge if he tried to hit me with that belt. For a long moment, I thought he would, and without my hands, there was a chance he could. I struggled to remember my high school days. If my body could remember some wrestling moves, I might be able to keep him off of me. Panic beat me to it. Eyes wide, I squeaked out the one thing Sam told me before he left. "Bubble gum!"


  As soon as I said it Wolfgang spread his arms wide. The belt dangled from his fingers for a moment before he dropped it over the edge of the bed. "Okay," Wolfgang said. "I hear you." He reached for my cheek, but I flinched and he pulled his hand back.


  "I hear you," he repeated. "No belts." His voice was calm and low, as if I was a startled animal. In a way, I was. When I read that book, giving up control intrigued me, but not some of the other kinks. Not pain. My limit, as we'd just learned, remained at tying my hands behind my back.


  With my breathing ragged, I barely recognized myself. I'd like to blame something or someone. My dad never belted me. I rarely got into fights growing up. Even wrestling with Sam was mostly good-natured fun, and we rarely hurt each other more than an occasional bruise. I could've just said no, but instead I panicked. How embarrassing!


  Wolfgang reached for the ropes, but I spread my fingers. "No." He paused and met my gaze with a questioning look in his eyes. "I'm okay," I said.


  He smiled, but it was muted compared to earlier. "Okay, sweetie, whatever you want. It's your birthday, after all."


  "It's not—Oh, yeah, my birthday." I started to relax again. I rolled onto my back even though it tightened my bonds to the point of pain. The ropes twisted, pulling my wrists together against the headboard. I should move back to my stomach, relieve some of the tension, but I needed a moment to collect my thoughts. And my breath.


  I glanced at him. He waited, poised beautifully on the edge of my bed. In the low light from the hall, his hair reminded me of the deep color of bruises. Creepy, and yet I still found him sexy and hoped my little episode didn't make him want to leave.


  "We didn't talk about the rules," he said.


  "I didn't realize that would freak me out so fucking bad. I'm sorry."


  "No, I am sorry. It is my job to be aware of your needs. When a man relinquishes control, it is up to the one he trusts to keep control for both of them."


  "That sounds so sagely." I wanted to touch him, assure him that I was all right with touch, not jokes.


  "No, it's true. Sam told me that you had a kink for bondage, but he couldn't tell me to what extent. He barely knows anything about it really. We should've set ground rules before we began."


  "Sam started it. He tied me up without a word. I didn't tell him to."


  "Don't try to comfort me," he said, and he had an air of authority that made me shiver.


  I smiled. "This—" I shook my hands "—I like. I like having no choice but to take the pleasure you're giving. I'm lying here hoping you'll straddle my hips again, but I can't do a damn thing about it."


  "Sure you can." The smile returned as he leaned over me, his lips so close, but still not on mine. "You can ask me."


  I licked my lips, willing his mouth to mine. "No, I can't. Maybe once you untie me, I'll take control, but not now. I think…" I met his gaze. "I think I need it to be all or none. I like the anticipation, wondering if what you'll do next… If you'll kiss me…"


  "All," he whispered. I could smell his breath ghosting over my face, and I wanted to taste every inch of his mouth, tongue, and teeth.


  "Please, Wolfgang."


  "Are you asking?"


  "Only that you understand."


  "Understand what?" His lashes were long, and they dusted his cheeks drawing my attention to sharp, high bones that any girl would kill for.


  "I don't know why the belt freaked me out."


  "You don't have to. You only need to know that it does."


  "I wish we had more time."


  "We have all the time in the world." Oh god, did he just move closer?


  "One night might not be enough for me to figure it all out."


  "Another night then."


  If I lifted my head, I could steal a kiss. Almost. Did he pull back just a fraction of an inch? Teasing me? I smiled. He was good. Very good. I wished we could've met on the street and without money changing hands. "I don't know if I can afford another night," I whispered, "but I'll try."


  I stretched my neck, seeking his mouth. He sat up suddenly, his angelic, predatory smile gone. The frown he wore darkened the whole room. "What are you talking about?" he demanded. The silky, sexy tone gone, I simply stared. His one-eighty made me dizzy. What had I just said to piss him off?


  "Did you just call me a prostitute?"


  "I… Yeah, I… Why? Aren't you?"


  "Jason…" His expression crumpled, and he threw himself off the bed. He hid his face from me as he bent to pick up his belt. He didn't bother to put it back on before he walked out. I called his name, but he didn't hesitate or look back.


  I screamed after him. "Bubble gum!" Then I heard the apartment door slam.


  ****


  "Jason?"


  I heard the knock on the door jamb, but I didn't move. I felt shitty enough without having to explain it all to Sam.


  "You're still dressed?"


  I sighed and turned my head to look at him. I'd returned to my stomach to let the blood flow back into my hands, but I'd otherwise had not bothered to move. "I fucked up," I said. "Just untie me and let me wallow." I turned my face away again.


  The bed sagged as he sat beside me. I felt his fingers working at the ropes, releasing me from the headboard. Once the tension released, I remained still. After a full minute of silence, Sam gently removed the rope from my wrists and set it aside. He swung his legs up on the bed and propped my spare pillow behind his back. We'd shared a bed for long talks before, and since Wolfgang had to call him to tell him to come home, there was a good chance Sam already knew there was much more to my moping than I'd care to admit.


  He waited. I ignored him. I won, but I didn't.


  "Look, Jason, I don't know what happened, but Wolf called and he sounded completely pissed."


  I snorted but said nothing.


  "What happened?"


  He wasn't going away. Sam got stubborn. I should've known he wouldn't wait for me to pull it together. Fuck, he deserved to share the pain, so I said, "You fucked up."


  "No shit…no, wait, you fucked up."


  "Fuck you. Get out of my room."


  "No, shithead, you insulted my friend. Tell me why. If you were still pissed at me, then you should've taken it out on me, not Wolf. He looks like a punk, but he's a great guy. I thought you two would get along. I—"


  "Fuck!" I punched my pillow, and Sam shut his mouth. "He said he was my birthday present, so I thought you hired a fucking rent boy."


  "Shit, Jason, I have to work with the guy and you call him a hooker?"


  "You have to be fucking kidding me." I sat up and, using the momentum, slammed both hands into his chest, shoving him. Sam saw it coming and tried to block me, but he wasn't fast enough. He tumbled off the bed with a startled curse. The loud thump of him hitting the floor wasn't nearly satisfying enough.


  "What the hell was that for?"


  He sounded both pissed and afraid. I didn't care about either and dropped back down, throwing my arm over my eyes to block him out. "Hookers are girls," I muttered.


  "Don't get smart with me."


  "You sound like my mom."


  "Your mom would wash your mouth out with soap for calling someone a hooker."


  "I didn't call him a hooker." I lowered my arm to glare at Sam. He'd stood up, but he kept his distance. Good. I wanted him wary enough to think before he did anything. As soon as he started up with me, my anger returned, and I wanted to hit him. I didn't punch people, but I didn't feel much in control of that urge. He may deserve something for this fuckery he created with his perverse sense of humor, but I wasn't ready to cross that violent line.


  "So you, what? Implied it?"


  "What would you have thought? Just stop being an ass for five seconds and think about it. You tied me up, and then this guy with great hands shows up and tells me that he's a fucking present from my so-called friend. Yeah, I thought he was bought and paid for. Maybe if you'd told me what the fuck you were planning, I wouldn't have to assume shit."


  "Ouch. I was doing you a favor, asshole."


  "You're the asshole. You set me up, and now you're pissed because I didn't read your fucking mind. What about me, Sam? I embarrassed myself in front of a sweet, hot guy. I might have had a chance with him if you'd just introduced us as normal people do."


  "My way was better." Oddly enough, I expected that kind of response. Why I put up with it for so long, I had no fucking clue. I wanted to tell him off, but more importantly, I wanted to sort shit out with Wolfgang. That would be a lot harder if I punched Sam in his smug smile too soon.


  "You have to call him, Sam. Tell him that it was your fault… that I didn't know what you did."


  "No way. You think I want to lose a good friend?"


  I almost sat up then. I almost leaped out of bed and knocked his head against the wall. I almost stood and screamed at him, waving my fists like a madman. Sam had always been self-absorbed, but I could usually break through that veneer when his practical jokes went awry. This time, I couldn't, and this time I saw how many excuses I'd made for him throughout our friendship.


  "You are losing a good friend," I said. It came out cold and hard, and I meant every word. I remained on my back to better resist all the angry thoughts about venting physically. "You embarrassed the fuck out of me, and for what? So you and Wolfgang can laugh about it later? He doesn't seem the type."


  "He's not." That I understood Wolfgang enough to know he wasn't that kind of guy hurt more than it should. I just barely met him so I shouldn't care. But I did. He was the kind of guy I needed in my life—someone I got, and got along with—but Sam had fucked me over before I could even try. The worst part was that Sam didn't even understand why I was mad. Instead, he wore that obnoxious look of indignation he got when he could tell I wouldn't budge but hadn't grasped what he fucked up yet. "You're not gonna move out because I tried to hook you up with a hot guy."


  I glared at him for several seconds.


  "Well, are you?"


  "If you had actually hooked me up, we wouldn't be fighting right now."


  "You're fighting. I'm just trying to understand what crawled up your ass."


  "Fuck, Sam." I shook my head. We'd had some stupid fights through the years. This one took the cake. He couldn't get it through his thick head that this was his fuck up. Before I could tell him that I was seriously considering moving out in that moment, he interjected.


  "You swear a lot," Sam said.


  And Wolfgang doesn't like that, I thought. That one reminder about my language deflated my anger and returned me to moping mode. While waiting for Sam I'd realized that what I'd thought was professional charm had been the real Wolfgang—a personality I'd felt so relaxed with, content just to talk and hang out, even if I'd hoped we'd fuck by the end of the evening. We could've had something if I'd known what the hell was happening in the first place. Or, at least tried. I know we didn't have much time, but I wanted more. I saw the possibilities in Wolfgang and me. Sam had meant well sending him over, but his execution sucked smelly, crusty balls.


  "He doesn't like the swearing," I said more to myself than Sam.


  "You do like him," Sam said. I looked up at him. Was it sinking in? I nodded. "I wish I could help you, but I've seen Wolf with guys he's sick of. He's stone cold, Jason. You don't want to put yourself through that. Call it a learning experience and move on."


  "No, I can't accept that. Sure, I made a bad assumption, but given what little I knew..." I shook my head. I was fairly certain Wolfgang would forgive me if he knew all the facts. Maybe we'd even laugh over it. "You have to fix this. Tell him what happened. Tell him that you didn't tell me who he was."


  Sam laughed. "I didn't fuck up."


  I ground my teeth down and balled up my fists. "You did fuck up! And I am sick and tired of being the butt of your fucked up sense of humor. Fuck!"


  Sam squeezed my shoulder. I batted his arm away. It had to have hurt, but the only sign he understood my anger was a half-step backwards before he said, "I'm sorry, bud. I don't see that mooning look in your eyes often, but I'm not going to force him to talk to you."


  I shook. Even with the welling anger clouding my thoughts, I heard a quiet corner of my mind marvel that trembling with rage actually did happen to people. I barked a laugh. The sound scared me, so even to Sam's ears I had to sound off-kilter. I never thought I could get so angry, but I'd never spent an hour tied to my bed with nothing to do but think about how badly my supposed best friend just screwed me over.


  Sam took another step backwards. "I'll ask next time I see him. I promise you that. But don't hold your breath. Okay?"


  Speechless—because what was the point of yelling at a mind full of rocks—I stared at his back as Sam sauntered out of the room like all was good with the world. He'd asked me if I'd move out because of this, and he'd asked it as if he'd knew the answer would be no. He planted that seed and then poured fertilizer all over it. After tonight, I couldn't deal with any more of his practical jokes. Maybe it was my fault for putting up with his games for so long, but now it was time to grow up and move on.


  ****


  "Did you talk to Wolfgang?"


  Sam scowled at me as he shut the front door. He took his time shedding his coat and shoes. I snorted, and shifted from foot to foot, unashamed to show my impatience. Hell, it was better than yesterday; I was fairly certain I wouldn't kick the crap out of him tonight.


  "Okay, I came across desperate just then, but fuck, Sam, I am. Please tell me that you apologized."


  "Me apologize? I told him that you did." Sam sighed, and despite my glare, fixed me with a look I knew too well. He said it anyway. "Wolf said no to meeting with you again."


  "You didn't apologize." I wasn't surprised, but I had hoped.


  He went from sympathetic to annoyed with the flip of a switch. "Don't blame me for your fuck up."


  I grabbed my coat and keys, and hurried past him.


  "Where are you going?" Sam asked.


  "To the Boneyard."


  "Oh hell no." I had the door opened already. I hurried out into the hall. "Come back here." He caught me at the elevator, and his hand on my arm restrained me like a vise. I could've freed myself—pushed him and made a run for it—but no matter what happened between me and Wolfgang, I had to live with Sam when it was all said and done. For now, anyway.


  "Let go, Sam. I want to talk to him myself."


  "Just yank one out in the shower."


  "It's not about the sex. We didn't even have sex—not even a kiss for fuck's sake—but I can't stop thinking about him. He plays the piano. He teaches music. He has this way of taking charge without taking control, and it is so fucking hot."


  "You sound like a girl."


  "Fuck you." I did shove him then. I'd had enough. Regardless of how things worked out with Wolfgang, I was done with Sam. "We connected. I'm sure we did. If I had known you were setting us up, I wouldn't have insulted him. Did you even bother to tell him that?"


  Sam had the nerve to look sheepish when he shrugged noncommittally. "So you really did like him, huh? I thought you two would hit it off."


  "Yeah." I sighed. "We talked as much as we flirted. Once I realized what the hell was going on—or thought I did—I had a good time." Don't relent. Don't fucking relent. Sam is an ass, and he's going to try sweet talk now. Don't fall for it.


  "Until you called him a hooker."


  Or not. Stay calm. "I figured he was putting on a show for me, but it turns out it was who he really is, and I want more of that."


  "Wolf doesn't fake anything."


  "You know that, but I didn't know who the hell he was. Shit, Sam, all you had to do was ask me if I wanted to meet a friend. That's it. I don't know what the hell you were trying to prove by tying me up and not telling me what the fuck you had planned." I was getting pissed again. He still seemed to think I should've known everything he did. He still blamed me. I blamed myself plenty, and I hadn't even known better. Not about Wolfgang. I knew my friend was a jerk, but I'd been overlooking how often he turned that empty charm on me for a long time.


  "Go back inside, Sam. Put an ad in the paper. I'm moving out as soon as I can find a place."


  He laughed. Of course, he would think I was kidding. I turned and walked away without saying another word. Not even when he shouted down the hallway. "Yeah right, Jason, you're quite the kidder, but you can't best me. I'm the king of practical jokes."


  You sure fucking are, asshole.


  ****


  Abandoning my best friend derailed my life. As soon as the words shot out of my mouth, I forgot about Wolfgang. Instead of trying to talk to him at The Boneyard, I walked to my sister's place seven miles away. I was tired, sweaty, and cranky as all hell by the time I arrived at her door, and not just because of Sam but because I'd developed blisters seemingly everywhere on both feet.


  Kenzie had always been a supportive sister. She didn't ask me what happened, or anything at all. She knew I'd dump it on her when I was ready to talk. She took my coat, brought me a beer (which she kept in the fridge just for me since she'd only drink expensive red wine), and then tsked at my feet as I peeled my socks off. Switching gears, she ushered me into the bathroom. After running some water and adding a heaping scoop of Epsom salts, she forced me to soak my feet. When I protested, she ignored my whining and fetched a bottle of wine. She'd make a great mother someday.


  "I'm moving out," I said. I sat on the edge of the tub, wiggling my toes in the warm water. From her perch on the closed toilet seat, Kenzie sipped her wine in silence.


  "Sam set me up with this great guy, but didn't tell me what he was doing. I kinda figured he'd bought me a rent boy." I glanced at her, my cheeks heating, but she passed no judgment, merely waited for the rest of the story. "It didn't end well. I'm moving out."


  When I met her gaze again, I could tell she was trying to piece together what I wasn't saying. I didn't want to get into the sordid details. Kenzie was the first person I came out to, but I could never tell my sister that Sam tied me up because he thought it excited me, and I certainly wouldn't admit to her that yes, it did excite me. A lot.


  "You're welcome here. You know that."


  "Thanks," I said. I did know, but I still wanted to hear it. I didn't want to impose on my awesome, loving sister without permission, though she'd never think of me as an inconvenience.


  "So what are you going to do about the guy?"


  I sighed. "I want to try to talk to him. Sam said he won't have anything to do with me, but I suspect Sam didn't try all that hard to explain either."


  "He doesn't take blame for anything." Yes, my sister knew Sam almost as well as I did.


  "I should go talk to him." I set my beer on the floor and lifted my feet.


  Kenzie passed me a towel and said, "No, you should shower and get some rest. Talk tomorrow when you're not frazzled."


  Smart girl, my sister.


  ****


  Once again, I hadn't thought through my plans. I drove down to the Boneyard, determined to talk to Wolfgang myself. I didn't exactly forget Sam worked there too, I just didn't think about what I'd do if I saw him. Unfortunately, Sam found me before I found Wolfgang.


  "I knew you were kidding," Sam said. He'd caught me shortly after I walked in the door. My eyes hadn't quite adjusted to the dim lighting, and damn, the place was noisier than I remembered.


  "I'm not," I said. I cast my gaze around, seeking purple hair, and trying to give him a big hint that didn't involve the fist currently clenched at my side. "Where's Wolfgang?"


  Sam's voice grew gruff. "I don't want you bothering him. We're trying to run a business here."


  I finally looked at my former best friend. Yes, that was how I thought of him now. I woke up feeling the grief of what had been. It wasn't just Wolfgang, but all the pranks he never abandoned as we grew up. I needed to move on. "You're that convinced he won't forgive me?"


  "I can't lie to you, Jason. When I mentioned you, he ranted at me about my choice of friends for ten minutes."


  My shoulders slumped, and I dropped my gaze to the floor. Then I remembered how much of a self-serving jerk Sam could be; his explanation probably saved face, and so hadn’t admitted any guilt. Sam didn't feel guilt.


  I took a deep breath, lifted my head, and squared my shoulders. "I don't want to make a scene, but I do want to talk with him. If he gives me a brush off as you seem to think, I'll leave."


  "Look, I—"


  "No, Sam, I don't owe you anything right now. Back the fuck off."


  I met his hard stare in ounce for ounce of stubborn determination. I could hear the gears of his brain straining to find another solution, but I had no doubt he realized that if he convinced me to leave quietly now, I'd simply show up another day, and he might not be around to run interference next time.


  "Let's go in the back office," Sam said. "I'll call him in, but only after I'm sure you're not going to hit him."


  I was much more likely to hit Sam, but I kept that to myself. Instead, I muttered a "fuck you" and followed him. I didn't want to go to the office with Sam. He'd probably try to talk me out of talking to Wolfgang. After all, if he and I talked, it might come out that Sam fucked up. Sam also had to know there was no way I'd leave without taking my shot. Worth a try, I figured, but I still looked around for Wolfgang as we wove our way around patrons, tables, and chairs.


  The tavern was just as I remembered: gloomy, stuffy, and loud. Dark wood lined the walls, and dimly lit fake stained glass lamps hung low over each table. There were so many tables packed into the tiny restaurant that two things always came to mind—one, did this layout break a dozen different fire codes, and two, how the hell did anyone move, let alone meet people?


  It was a small room, so it didn't take me long to find Wolfgang. He stood behind the bar, both hands on the counter, leaning close to yell over the din of too many voices. The man he was talking to smiled and covered Wolfgang's hand with his own. My heart leaped into my throat, and I saw red. I had no business getting jealous, but I'd be damned if I had to battle Wolfgang's hurt feelings and the guy who obviously wanted the next shot at him. The bastard was handsome too. I'd flirt with him if I didn't have my sight set on the same vibrant-haired fallen angel he did.


  As I watched, frozen with inaction, and yes, jealousy too, Wolfgang's shining, expressive eyes went cold and hard. I caught my breath. I never wanted that void to fall on me. From across the room, I felt an icy chill. Suddenly, confronting him seemed like a very bad idea. I wished I could read lips when Wolfgang said something and his pursuer paled, shoved to his feet knocking his stool over, and then spun around and strode angrily toward the door.


  "Shit," I mumbled.


  "I warned you."


  I glared at Sam who'd stopped just in time to witness my indecision.


  "Ready to go now?" he asked.


  As it always had, his mockery steeled my nerves. No way I'd back down now. He knew it, and for a brief moment I forgot my intentions as I realized Sam might actually want me to succeed tonight. Maybe. Shit, I had no idea what whirled through his head.


  Sam placed a hand on the small of my back, guiding me toward the office beyond the restrooms. Once inside, with the door closed, I crossed my arms and glared at Sam. If he wanted to fix this—any part of it—he'd have to put forth the effort. I would not offer the first step.


  "I get it," Sam said. "You don't like practical jokes."


  Well, at least he'd been thinking about it. I lowered my arms, but waited warily for him to continue.


  "You really need to work on your sense of humor, bud." My fingers curled into fists. I ground my teeth to keep from saying something stupid and storming out of there. "I mean, it had to be pretty funny… all tied up and this hot twink all over you, and you not knowing who he is or anything." With every few words, Sam's voice went up las if he were holding back laughter. By the time he finished, he was laughing. He slapped his thigh. He tried to slap my shoulder too, but I wasn't having any of his buddy-buddy crap.


  I punched him. No wild hook or rusty wrestling move, just a straight out jab. As Sam reeled back, clutching at his nose and swearing gurgly, bloody-sounding words, the office door swung open. Wolfgang wasn't a big guy, but the anger that roiled in with him filled the doorway. He started off glaring at me, but his gaze shifted as Sam stumbled and fell against a stack of boxes. Wolfgang's eyes widened, and he looked back at me.


  For what seemed like an eternity I stood there, second guessing myself, desperately searching my mind for something—anything—that wouldn't sound pathetic, desperate, or otherwise asinine. All my thoughts fled, leaving me stranded, floating in the twilight sky of those eyes. Like a pending storm, his gaze darkened, and then he turned away.


  Shit. Goddamn. Hell. Fuck. Now what? I ran for the door. "Wait! Please, Wolfgang."


  I jumped through the doorway and nearly ran into him. He waited, his arms crossed and his feet wide. Defensive and angry and intimidating. I stopped and took a deep breath. "I don't know what Sam told you, but it was probably slightly twisted." I tried a small smile but didn't get a reaction. The look in those eyes dug right through my every nerve. "I'm sorry, Wolfgang. I truly didn't know." I shook my head. "Sam didn't tell me that you were a friend of his. He didn't tell me anything at all. So when you said you were my birthday present…" I shrugged, hoping he'd fill in the blanks. It was embarrassing enough without having to say it out loud.


  "You should go," he said flatly.


  Ouch. I reached for his hand. His gaze darkened further, and suddenly I remembered one of the interesting things we'd talked about had been his martial arts training. He'd joked that he wouldn't tell me what styles he'd studied because he didn't want to give away his unfair advantage should we come to odds some time.


  Not wanting a broken arm, I hesitated without touching him. "I think we'd be good together," I said, "if only we'd had all the information and not Sam's dumb joke…" I glanced over my shoulder at Sam, who was too busy trying to breathe through a broken nose to notice. He wouldn't be any help. Before I slugged him, I'd hoped he'd come clean if confronted. I returned my attention to Wolfgang, fun and beautiful and showing a slight interest beyond glaring daggers at me. "Can we hit the reset button, Wolfgang?"


  He didn't answer right away, and I felt like I'd lost. Maybe I'd imagined the softening of his expression. I was suddenly grateful I'd already arranged to move in with Kenzie because if I was angry at Sam before, there weren't enough words to describe what I felt now.


  As we stood there staring at each other, Sam yelled something from within the office. It sounded like he hadn't moved from where he fell. Most of his words were curses directed at me and a few contained mumbling about a broken nose. Broken or not, he deserved it. I refused to feel guilty.


  Wolfgang glanced towards the door. "Go get some ice from the bar," he said. He squeezed past without touching me, and didn't look back to see if I'd listened.


  I didn't owe Sam ice, but as I headed for the front door, my good upbringing kicked in. I changed directions and headed for the bar. With a large glass full of ice cubes in hand, I returned to the office. Wolfgang crouched beside Sam, tipping his head back and dabbing at his nose with a bar rag. I set the glass down beside him and turned to leave.


  "Jase." The commanding tone of Wolfgang's voice had me stopping without meaning to. I didn't look back, but I heard him moving around behind me. A few moments later, I felt his touch on my arm and then he pressed a cloth wrapped around ice into my hand.


  "Oh, no," I said. I pulled away and glared at him. "He's not my problem anymore. I'm out of here."


  "Sam told me that you were moving out." His words froze me again. I met his gaze, but he looked away, focusing on my hand. He eased the compress against my knuckles, pausing only a moment when I hissed at the tenderness I hadn't noticed before. Sam's head was like a rock, and my fingers would be stiff and painful for a few days.


  "I got tired of his pranks," I said. The wind out of my sails, I felt melancholy. Wolfgang was a stand-up guy. He showed no interest in forgiving me, but he noticed my injury and tried to help. Damn, Sam, for doing it wrong.


  "He said he didn't know why, and I didn't press, though I suspected."


  "Did he tell you why I said what I did?"


  "He laughed about it." Wolfgang glanced up, but then cast his gaze down and to the side. It was a vulnerability I felt as if I should see. "It made me even angrier with you."


  "I wasn't fucking laughing."


  "Again, with the foul mouth." He looked up, a slight curve teased at one corner of his lips.


  He seemed to be trying to make amends after all, but I burned with both what I'd perceived as rejection and at Sam's cocky attitude. Everyone wanted forgiveness without apology.


  I couldn't control my mouth. "So fucking what," I snapped. "You didn't tell me a damn thing that night either. I thought we had this connection, but you were in on it. You had a key. You knew I'd be tied up. What the fuck, Wolfgang? You deserved to be called a whore."


  I walked out of the room mentally kicking myself. I'd spent last night tossing and turning in Kenzie's spare room. To get over Wolfgang's flirting and Sam's stupidity, I'd convinced myself Wolfgang had been in on the joke. I didn't truly believe it, but I wanted to, and that feeling returned to defend me from further shame. I felt better knowing—thinking—he was a jerk too, and not the great guy I'd thought he was.


  "Jase."


  I flinched, but kept walking. Without looking back, I said, "The music man really just slings drinks. It was a good story, Wolfgang, it really was."


  He grabbed my arm, and said, "I do both. Neither one is a six figure salary."


  I could've wrenched free, but I stopped. It wasn't about that, but it kind of was. Last night I'd convinced myself everything was a lie if he'd made up a story about working as a music teacher when he was really a bartender. I glared at Wolfgang when I turned around, but the concern in his eyes dug under the seams of my anger, releasing it like a weak spot in a balloon slowly lets the helium escape. I deflated but did my best to hide it.


  "We did have a connection," Wolfgang said. "I felt it too. I went into this not knowing if it'd be a one night stand, or something more. When you made that crack about being paid, it hurt because I thought we were getting along, and then suddenly you weren't taking me seriously."


  "You didn't let me explain."


  Wolfgang glanced back over his shoulder. "I let Sam explain."


  "He's a jerk sometimes."


  Wolfgang smiled, but it was pained. "Yes, but he meant well. Did he tell you why he did this?"


  "He said I needed to get laid."


  Wolfgang winced. It was a cute expression. My anger melted a little more despite my desperate attempt to keep it between us. Wolfgang reached for my hand. His touch was electric. I was a goner even as he threaded his fingers with mine. "I saw your picture on Sam's MyWeb page," he said, "and I had to have you, even if just once. I asked him about you, and yes… he did say you needed to get laid." He smiled up at me. "What serendipity, sweetie." He looked away briefly, and when his gaze returned to mine, he wore a serious expression I wanted to kiss off his face. "I agreed because I had to meet you, and it was the only way I could convince Sam to go along. Tying you up was his idea, getting close to you…" He licked his lips and offered me a small but sincere smile. "I only wanted to meet his hot friend."


  ****


  He bound my hands (in front of me for my comfort this time) before we left the Boneyard. I let him drive my car back to my old apartment under the guise of helping me pack. I knew that wouldn't get done. Not tonight. But I wasn't up for waiting while Kenzie gave him—us—the third degree before we could escape to the spare bedroom, so my old place made sense. Wolfgang still had the key. He'd also made Sam promise to work until he called him, just like the first night. I wouldn't have to see Sam if I didn't want to; though Wolfgang and I were now back on good terms, I still didn't want anything to do with the one who started it all.


  I stood behind Wolfgang as he unlocked the front door. He had such a great ass, I couldn't help but stare. I missed the mesh shirt. He'd been working in a beige button down shirt with a chaotic splash of colorful dragons over his back, chest, and sleeves. I could picture his bare back though. I wanted to lick the length of his spine.


  "You should have tattoos," I said when he turned, imagining the fun of tracing them all with my tongue. Fucking brilliant. Maybe I'd be able to think straight after we finished what we started the other night.


  "I don't mar my body," he replied. He tugged the rope binding my wrists, and that thrilled me. I leaned closer. We still hadn't kissed, and it was killing me. Heading off the excitement before I could make anything of it, Wolfgang stepped out of my personal space with a knowing smile on those full, sexy lips. Though he looked up at me, I felt very small under his gaze.


  Once inside, I stood still while he closed and locked the door. He walked around in front of me and said, "Choose a new safe word." When I didn't reply, he slammed me against the door. The knob jabbed me in the back like a prize fighter, and I gasped from the pain. Before I could draw in a full breath, his mouth was on mine, smothering me in sweet, sweet ecstasy. He clamped his hands around mine so that while they were trapped between us, I still couldn't touch him. I could kiss him though. Finally. And I gave back as good as I got, which was damn fucking great. After several long delicious moments, I had to tear some focus away from his mouth so I'd remember to breathe through my nose. If I passed out and missed my chance to finish what we'd started, I'd kick my own ass. When I broke the kiss, twisting my head up and to the side to avoid his demanding tongue and suck in a few quick breaths, he bit down on my neck. It hurt and it felt fucking awesome. I bucked my body against him, but Wolfgang had a head for leverage and kept me pinned. Or maybe I wanted him to keep me there.


  "Don't move," he said, and walked off toward the kitchen. He returned with a glass of water.


  "I'm sorry, Wolfgang. I really am. I never meant to insult you. Shit, I'm so fucking happy I was wrong."


  "Talking involves moving," he said. "Don't make me spank you."


  "Fuck…"


  It slipped out. He glared at me, and while I barely knew him, I was certain there was a flicker of playful predator in those eyes. Would he be insulted if I thought of him as my Purple People Eater? Oh, man, I wanted him to taste every inch of me, and I'd die if he refused.


  "Bubble gum?" I whispered.


  That did it. His smile curved one side of his lips as if he were holding back just a little, but his eyes clouded with lust and amusement.


  "Does this mean you forgive me?" I asked.


  "We'll work on that," he said as he set the glass aside. He didn't walk across the room so much as stalk. I shivered and wondered if that rabbit ever looked at the coyote like a savior to an undying need.


  "Bubble gum," I said again.


  He stopped and cocked his head, a funny expression of curiosity. I laughed. "Why?" he asked.


  I shook my head. "Not here. Take me to bed. I may be restrained, but I need you to do something with the supply of lube and condoms in the nightstand drawer."


  "Before you're allowed to come, we are going to talk."


  "About ropes?"


  "About wants and needs. About drawing lines and not crossing them. About a better safe word, because I like to chew bubble gum, so when you say it, I want to put my teeth on you."


  I groaned and let me head fall back. The very thought made my knees weak and I slid down the door. I didn't get far. He tugged on the rope, and I froze, lifting my head meeting his challenging gaze.


  "Yes, talking would be good," I said. "Right now my wants and needs are exactly this. I need you to finish what we started and I want that finish to be you fucking me until we're too exhausted to move."


  He studied me for a long minute. Slowly, he favored me with his sexy, teasing smile, and a playful glint lit his eyes. "That's it, huh? I was expecting all kinds of kinky demands—"


  I silenced him by throwing my bound hands over his head and pulling him into a passionate, fiery kiss.


  ****


  (Hours later…)


  "Bubble gum. Bubble gum."


  Wolfgang ground his hips against mine once more, and I gritted my teeth at the friction. I was on the verge, and I wasn't ready to come again. Not yet. He lifted his head and smiled down at me. "You don't mean that."


  "I do," I said.


  He sat up. He brushed his fingers along both of our lengths, and then gave me a direct, authoritative stare. "Tell me," he said.


  "Untie me."


  "Again with that. I refused that first night, and you enjoyed every bit of it." He grinned wickedly, and I almost relented.


  "Untie me, bubble gum."


  "I want to eat you up when you say that." I had refused to change the word, and now I was bound, using it, and he resisted. I guessed he could tell how serious I was by the smile on my face and the boner rubbing against his, but he made me angry trying to talk me out of it. Just a little.


  "Wolves do not chew bubble gum," I said. Maybe I'd let a bit of petulance into my tone because his expression sobered and he reached for the rope tying my wrists to the bedframe.


  Once he released me, he said, "I am sorry. It was inappropriate to question your safe word."


  I sat up and wrapped my now free arms around him. "I wasn't uncomfortable or unhappy, but I just had to touch you." To emphasize my words, I ran my hands up his sides and down his back. I pressed my lips to his neck and then licked the hard ridges of his ear.


  "I like that," he said as he sighed against my shoulder. "I love giving you all kinds of pleasure. I studied massage therapy, and play music for the same reason—to give people pleasure—but I'll never say no to your touch either."


  "Good," I said, "then fuck me, Wolfgang." I nuzzled his neck, but he couldn't sit still and just take the attention for long. Before I realized it, he'd turned the tables, and his sharp teeth grazed my skin. I shivered and rolled back, taking him with me. He stretched out, nestling between my legs, and we spent the next hour touching everywhere with hands, and cocks, and mouths, and teeth, and yes, he did fuck me, and it was divine.


  Yes, the wolf chews bubble gum, and he fucks like a vibrant, sinful angel.


  THE END


  Author bio: Pia really needs to rewrite her bio, but since she'd rather write about sexy gay boys, a bio simply isn't going to happen. There are rumors circulating that she actually does do other things besides write, but nothing's been proven, and she denies it all, including the denial.


  Want more?


  Pia's last M/M Romance group contribution, Freedom's Souvenir, is available as a free download directly from the Goodreads website, ARe, or Smashwords.


  She's been published with Silver Publishing and Loose Id and can also be found lurking on her blog or Twitter.


  ****


  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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