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        Theo

      

    

    
      When Theo got home, he found Reid, his ex-fiancé, in bed with his new boyfriend.

      They both saw Theo at the same time. He stood in the doorway in a moment of shock and anger, and the new boyfriend buried his face into Reid’s neck and giggled. Reid stood up naked from the bed, grabbed a white, pressed Oxford from the back of a chair and put it on while his new lover lay disheveled in the bed that Theo and Reid once shared.

      “Hey, Theo,” the lover said. His name was something like Lance or Larry. Theo met him at a Christmas party for Reid’s law firm. “Sorry.” He reached over and grabbed his phone from the nightstand.

      Theo ignored him. He only glared at Reid.

      Coming home was something that Theo had put off for as long as possible. He browsed the magazine rack in a bookstore near his train stop. He stood in line at a coffee shop and ordered a latte. He even stopped to listen to a mediocre street performer playing a guitar and singing blues songs, even though he wasn't very good. Theo had just been to the gym, and he smelled of sweat. His hair was damp with it, and he still wore the thin workout shorts and a tank top that got him more than a few longing stares from strangers on his extended walk-around. All he really wanted was to take a shower.

      But Reid had messaged him to say he had an early dinner with clients. He thought at the time he might avoid him altogether.

      He never expected this. It turned out he was right to stay away for so long.

      He stood in the doorway with his hands in his pockets. Theo knew this should piss him off. When it came down to it, sure, he was pissed off. He should slam doors and push Reid’s boy toy up against the wall while he threatened to kick his ass on the way out the front door. He should want to cry, but the crying had already happened.

      He’d been pissed off for weeks now, and it took more energy out of him than he was willing to spare.

      Really, seeing them like this made Theo feel small, powerless. Reid had his special way of doing that. It was one thing to know Reid was cheating—and he’d known for a few weeks now. It was another to actually see it on display on top of the unmade bed. But he thought maybe Reid would have the courtesy not to do it in the bed that they shared—at least until after he moved out next week. It was three weeks ago now that Reid had served him with an eviction notice.

      Yes, an actual notice. Their entire relationship was reduced to a notice dripping in cold legalese that boiled down to You have thirty days to vacate the premises, after two years together and an engagement that Theo had sprung on him in May of last year.

      Theo got the news that Reid was fucking his new assistant a month before that. In retrospect, he probably should have suspected something was up when Reid didn’t immediately try to serve him with a prenuptial agreement. Reid was a lawyer. Everything happened on paper and in a legally sound way. But instead of the prenup, Theo got an official eviction that left him scrambling to find a new place to live—and scraping for the money needed to make such a move.

      “I was hoping you wouldn’t be home,” Theo said to Reid. God, he sounded weak.

      Reid stood at the armoire. He still wore no pants beneath the white button-up shirt. There was a time when the sight of this man dressed—or not dressed—in this way would stand his cock up straight to tap on his stomach and demand attention. And Reid used to react the same way.

      Those times left them both behind, a lost history.

      “We didn’t expect to be here,” Reid said. “Client meeting didn't take as long as we thought.” He worked at the cuff links on his shirt. Finally, he looked at Theo, the gray eyes that used to tease his heartbeat and quicken his breath, they were different.

      Indifferent.

      He went into the closet. Lance or Larry glanced up from his phone at Theo. Then Reid emerged with a suit that he laid out on the foot of the bed. The navy blue suit with the pinstripes that Theo remembered him wearing the night they went out for seafood and shared oysters on the half shell, Reid whispering in Theo’s ear that they were an aphrodisiac, and they spent most of that night proving it.

      Reid fixed Theo with a stare as he unclipped the pants from the hanger and pulled them on. “Is there something you need?”

      He felt stupid still standing there, watching them. “I have to get ready for work,” Theo said.

      Reid sneered and shook his head as he tucked his shirttails into the waist of his pants. “You mean your,” and Reid made air quotes, “campus copy-shop job?”

      Lance or Larry strode by Theo, naked without apology, and he went into the bathroom and closed the door. Theo could hear him peeing and humming to himself.

      Theo only glared at Reid. He did, in fact, have a campus job. A student job. He was still a student after seven years at it. Two days a week, he sat in the copy room on DePaul’s Lincoln Park campus and made copies for students who were always in a rush to turn a paper into whatever class they’d put off until the last minute. It was a job that made him miserable, a job that was beneath him.

      But Theo had a new second job, one nearly as boring as the copy shop but that required less clothing. He stood for four-hour shifts in front of a clothing store, Bartleby & Hitch, one of those hip shops that sold a lot of the same clothes you could buy at a thrift store, but for seriously jacked-up prices. His job was to stand there, shirtless, and greet customers.

      And he thought that the copy-room job was beneath him.

      He didn’t mind the attention. It was a lot of teenage girls running up to him in giggles and dares and taking selfies. Every now and then, someone would ask about something in the store, but most days, it was nothing more than standing out in the mall, his skin made to goose flesh by the air conditioning while he tried his best not to look too bored. He told people it was a modeling job. He needed the money. He took the job for that reason only after Reid gave him notice.

      When Lance or Larry came out of the bathroom again, he looked between Theo and Reid, and he moved between them to grab his pants from the floor. Theo stripped off his shirt and tossed it on the floor. Reid’s eyes were on him as he walked toward the bathroom, but he was pretty sure Reid wasn’t watching him out of any rekindled desire.

      “Do you have to leave that on the floor?”

      “I’ll get it later.” Theo didn’t even turn back to look at Reid as he went into the bathroom.

      “Are all strippers this messy?”

      Theo turned to shoot Reid an angry face. Reid didn’t return his stare. And that was that. Theo was dismissed.

      Fucking asshole.

      But he said nothing. He didn’t want to give Reid the satisfaction. That had become the norm for their conversations of late, so often that Theo had grown a kind of armor against it.

      As Theo stood at the counter in their en-suite bathroom, Reid appeared in the doorway, now fully dressed, tucked, and buttoned up. “You will be out by next Wednesday, right? We’ll be home by then.”

      Theo stared at him in the mirror. “I said I would be.”

      Reid nodded, his mouth a thin, severe line that reminded Theo too much of his father. Had he ever felt any sort of love for this man? But even as he fielded that question in his head, he knew that he had. It was there, early in their relationship. It was still there in the stab of pain in his heart that he tried so hard to ignore. With practice, ignoring it was getting easier.

      “Why? Is Larry moving in?” Theo turned to the shower and set the water to hot.

      “His name is Lane, and that’s really no longer any of your business, is it?” Reid said. “And you’re not sleeping around now?”

      Theo faced him. “Unlike you, I gave us a chance before testing my options.”

      “We talked about this, Theo. We haven’t been a real couple for six months now.”

      “Believe me, I’m aware.”

      Reid shrugged. “Then I don’t see a problem.”

      Theo crossed his arms as he stood there half-naked. He felt even more exposed than that. Somehow, Theo seemed to surround himself with men who needled ways to turn him into something lesser. He used to see Reid as a man in control, a man with power. Back then, it was a turn-on. Now it was just an annoyance.

      “I have to shower,” Theo said.

      Reid turned. “We’ll be gone when you get out.” He said over his shoulder, “I’ll be gone the rest of this weekend, so we won’t have this again. Please do us both a favor and stick to your word about Wednesday.”

      Theo slammed the bathroom door. Fuck him.

      [image: ]

      After work, he didn’t want to go back to his apartment. It wasn’t his apartment anymore. Not really. Instead, he went to Boystown where he walked into a bar, a typical type of gay bar with a heavy music beat and guys gyrating on the dance floor.

      Guys stood in groups with their friends, not talking much because the music made conversation next to impossible. It was a place where introductions were shouted, guys leaning in to guys to say a name and offer a handshake that held on a little long. And still more said hello without words but by dancing up against a willing stranger.

      The air was smoky from the fog machine over the dance floor billowing a powdery haze down upon everyone and the guys vaping with electronic cigarettes as they stood in crowds, their chins tilted up to blow out smoggy fumes while swirling their drinks.

      Then there were the guys like him, the ones that moved through the crowds and gathers, guys on their own and looking. That’s what he was doing, make no mistake. Carousing. He was here for one thing—to let loose the tension from earlier. And it would happen. It always did.

      His shirt was open far enough to give a view of what his body had to offer—the light spread of dark-brown chest hair and the valley between the hard planes of his pectoral muscles. And the eyes of the guys passing him said they liked that peek from beneath the cotton fabric. It was an advertisement. He puffed his chest out like a promise: This is what you could have. A couple guys he passed bought in, and they reached out to touch with a coaxing growl in their throat. But they didn’t meet Theo’s standards. He waved their hands away with a forced smile and shooed them on their way.

      He wanted someone good, someone that might be a hot mistake.

      Most guys would see him as out of their league. He was used to this too. He considered it a good thing. A way to weed them out before they even approached. Then, there were those troll types who tried out of sheer desperation and that slim off-chance that a guy like him might be desperate enough to get his dick sucked, and their mouth, wet and willing, would be exactly the thing to do the trick. Those guys bought him drinks and sidled up to him with a leering smile and forward hands as if the drink entitled them to a free squeeze. Theo was definitely here to get his dick sucked, but not from them. He thanked them for the drinks, pushed away their hands, and walked on. Sometimes they cussed at him, but most of the time, they liked to watch him go, their faces filled with longing and lust. He didn’t blame them. He had a nice ass. He had pictures of it on Instagram with thousands of Likes and a ton of reposts on Tumblr. Guys had pictures of his naked torso and rock-hard abs posted to their virtual walls with captions such as “Goals!”

      Finally, his gaze landed on a guy on the dance floor. He was a little shorter than Theo’s 6’2”, and he moved well. Sensual, and Theo liked watching him from where he leaned against the bar.

      Another man moved in close enough that Theo could smell his sour breath. “Buy you a drink, gorgeous?”

      Theo ignored the guy who approached him, and he took a long sip of the drink he already had in his hand. He only had eyes for the dancer.

      The dancer had dark hair, and he had shed his shirt so that his well-formed pecs glistened in the lights that rolled and shot over the crowd. Guys like this one didn’t need shirts. He aroused Theo unbutton his own shirt the rest of the way and take it off to hang it from a belt loop on the back of his pants, and he strode onto the dance floor to move into his target’s field of view. That was all it took. As soon as the guy realized Theo watched him, he lifted his arms and bumped his hips in Theo’s direction until they stood well within each other’s personal space.

      Theo closed the gap, moving his crotch close enough to touch the dancer’s. The dancer put both his hands on Theo’s chest, and he moved them over to give Theo’s nipples a little squeeze. Just enough to move a little more blood to his dick, and he answered that squeeze by pushing his stiffening cock into the dancer’s thigh.

      The dancer grinned up at Theo, and a hand slid down Theo’s body to the front of his jeans where he gave Theo’s trapped cock a caress that left Theo’s mouth hanging open.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Theo yelled to him over the grinding beat of the music.

      The guy nodded, and he started off the dance floor, grabbing a hold of Theo’s hand to lead him along. Theo let himself be led.

      Once they were outside the bar, the guy bumped into Theo, still holding onto his hand. He wore a broad smile on his face. “Chip,” he said. “How are you?”

      “I’m great,” Theo said, returning a smile of his own. “Now, that is. Name’s Theo.” He slipped a hand behind Chip’s back and into the waistband of his jeans. “You were hot on the dance floor.”

      “You’re hot on and off the dance floor,” Chip said.

      Chip moved in close as they walked. He put a hand on Theo’s abs. “Jesus,” he said as he slid his hand over Theo’s skin and into the valleys created by the mound of his abdominal muscles. They were on the streets in Boystown. A lot of guys on the streets here walked arm in arm. None of them looked as good as Theo and Chip, but that only meant a lot of eyes were on him. And Theo liked the eyes that traveled over his body now bathed in the yellow-orange lights from the street lamps above.

      A passer-by grinned as he approached. “All right, now,” he said, and he stopped to stare at them as they walked by.

      The night air was warm. Chip’s skin up against his as they walked was like a firebrand pressed the length of his upper arm, a hot hand caressing the small of his back.

      “We can go back to my place,” Chip said.

      But Theo turned Chip into an alleyway where there was a small, dark alcove. It smelled dark and seedy, and to his surprise, not choked with the odor of urine. It fit the moment. “I don’t know if I can wait that long,” Theo said. He turned Chip around and pushed him up against the greasy, stained wall. There was something about being out, being in the open. Theo like the chance somebody could walk up on them to see it all. It turned him on, and his hard cock let that fact be known. He grabbed at Chip’s pants and pulled the top button open as he kissed Chip deep, pushing his tongue into his mouth to taste him.

      Chip’s hands worked their way down Theo’s body and slipped it inside his denim jeans, and he took a hold of Theo’s cock.

      “Jesus,” Chip said again when he pulled away. “There’s nothing small about you, is there?”

      “Why don’t you take a look?” Theo leaned back so that Chip could better get to the front of his pants.

      Chip opened the front of Theo’s jeans, and Theo hadn’t bothered to wear any underwear tonight. His cock sprang out into the night air. “Oh hell yeah,” Chip said, and he took hold of Theo’s hard dick and gave it a few good strokes that caused Theo’s breath to shudder.

      Theo worked at the front of Chip’s jeans too, and stroked the package wrapped in fashionably striped underwear. But Chip had other ideas. He turned Theo so that his back was up against the brick wall, and he got down on his knees. This was why Theo came out tonight. This is what he wanted to get his mind off the rest of the shit going on his life. He let his pants fall to his ankles as Chip licked at the sensitive skin of his balls. His hips thrust forward when Chip worked his way with his wet tongue up the length of Theo’s shaft to lap at the spot beneath the head of his dick, the sensitive part that reached up to meet his piss slit. In a sudden rush, he took Theo’s cock in his mouth, and Theo threw his head back against the rough brick wall and gasped. Down to the base of his dick and back up again. When he engulfed Theo’s cock a second time, he remained there and did things with his throat that caused Theo to squirm against the wall, the rough brick biting into his naked back, but he didn’t care. There was only one thing that mattered right in that moment, and that was the magic that Chip worked on Theo’s cock still shoved deep down into Chip’s throat. Finally, he came up for air and let Theo’s cock head out of his mouth with an audible pop while Theo sucked in air in ragged gulps while the pleasure still shuddered through his body.

      “Fuck you’re good at this,” Theo said, and he curled his fingers into Chip’s dark hair. Chip smiled up at him as his hand slid up and down Theo’s saliva-coated dick.

      The shadows moved as Chip went back to work with his tongue circling around the head of Theo’s cock. A dark-bearded man emerged into the small circle of light cast from the street, and he spied Theo with his back against the wall and Chip down on his knees on the asphalt of the alleyway. Theo met his gaze, the man’s mouth held slack, eyes wide as he watched, not an expression of horror but one of surprise. A lascivious smile spread on his lips, and he moved a little back into the shadows to keep watching.

      Theo liked this. He liked an audience. His dick swelled harder, if that was even possible. He ran a hand over his abs and reached up to squeeze one of his nipples while still eying the voyeur. The pressure in Theo’s balls grew, and he tried to prolong the moment as best he could. His breath quickened, a tingle that started at the base of his spine and spread to his stomach and down to his legs, until he could hold back no longer. The first shot of cream spurt down Chip’s throat, he kept an eye on their observer. Chip’s throat worked the head of his dick as he swallowed in a way that made Theo moan. When Chip slid his mouth up the shaft, he kept stroking, and Theo rewarded him with another glob that bridged from Chip’s eyebrow to his cheekbone.

      Chip sucked him in again with that moment right after coming when the pleasure pushes to the edge of pain, when it all becomes almost too much and threatens sensory overload—it made Theo want to push in and pull away all at the same time, and he rose on his tip-toes to thrust deeper into Chip’s throat. But even that became too much as his body was overcome with involuntary shudders.

      Chip released his cock, but he kept a hand on his balls to massage while he pumped his own dick. Theo and the bearded man watched. A hint of night breeze blew over Theo’s slick cock that caused another shudder down his spine.

      When Chip rose and kissed Theo, his own salty sweetness was still on Chip’s lips. Theo jacked Chip’s cock as they kissed, and it didn’t take him long to let loose his own load all over Theo’s crotch while he buried his face in Theo’s neck and blew hot breath over his shoulder. His breath evened, as he sucked and nipped at Theo’s neck, and he moved down again to clean up the sticky load that covered Theo’s stomach and the shaft of his penis.

      When he was done, Chip leaned in to Theo and kissed him, his hands on Theo’s bare hips.

      “I needed that,” Theo said.

      “Glad I could be of service,” Chip said.

      The bearded man emerged from the shadows and walked past them. “Thanks,” he said. Theo shot him a wink as he smiled, and Chip laughed as he buttoned himself back up. Theo pulled his own pants up.

      They both stood there for an uncomfortable moment while Theo picked up his shirt from where it fell on the ground, and he put it on.

      “You got a number?” Chip asked to break the sudden awkward silence.

      “Yeah,” Theo said. “But I’m probably moving soon.”

      Chip nodded, and he smiled. “Oh, okay. Cool.” He shifted, but he didn’t balk. At least Chip was smart. He got it. This was a blow and go. Nothing more. “Maybe I’ll see you around sometime,” he said.

      “Yeah, maybe,” Theo said.

      He grabbed Theo’s crotch one more time to give it a good squeeze. “This is one I will not forget anytime soon.”

      “I hope not,” Theo said with a smile. Then Chip turned and walked back out to the street.

      Theo emerged onto the street after waiting a minute to give Chip a chance to establish his direction of departure, and he tucked the hem of his shirt into the waistband of his blue jeans. He didn’t go back into the club. He wanted to go back to what was left of his apartment. The blowjob was good. It loosened a little of that tension that gathered tight in his shoulders.

      But it wasn’t enough. The real world still crept in when the afterglow wore off. Now he would go home and sleep in a bed that was no longer his bed in an apartment that was no longer his home. He didn’t have to. He could go back in and get Chip or even somebody else to come share his bed for the night. But sex was just sex. Sex was a band aid.

      He’d probably still beat off before he went to sleep, though.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

        Elliot

      

    

    
      Elliot checked his watch as he sat in front of the eighth computer since he showed up to work at seven this morning. Nine-thirty, and already he had a tablet with a list the length of his arm, all from people begging him to rescue their computers.

      One guy opened an email, a new trojan virus that snuck in through a clickable graphic, and it blossomed out from there to everyone on his contact list, most of them in the editorial department. Of course, everybody clicked it. And now they all shared panicked looks, pacing around their cubicles and peering up over the dividers to see if he was on his way yet. Editorial is the worst place to be with computer problems. They hover over his shoulder. Some of the women touch him with a hand on his back or on his shoulder as they lean in close, and the men pull at their hair and ask when they can get back to writing their incredibly important release due that afternoon—they always had a story due that afternoon. It was like nobody planned ahead and they were college students pulling all-nighters.

      And maybe if they actually read the emails he sent about not clicking on links from strangers…

      At least this got him out of the dungeon that was the IT department, tucked in the basement of the high-rise office building that belonged to Mondial Publications.

      Then there was Mike Hanson. Elliot worked on his computer now, and it might not be a stretch to say he was taking his time as he sat in the chair where Mike Hanson usually sat, and that very same Mike Hanson sat not a foot from him, while poring over edits on an op-ed piece—he was a sports commentator. Elliot knew nothing about sports, but he knew Mike Hansen was about the cutest guy who worked for Mondial Publications, with his dark hair and strong cheekbones. He always wore neat, buttoned-up shirts that fit snug to his slim waist. Elliot was pretty sure he had them tailored on the arms to enhance his bicep muscles. As he moved his pen over the lines on the page he worked on, his bicep flexed beneath that thin cotton fabric, and Elliot couldn’t keep from sneaking a glance over from time to time as he typed code into the command line.

      And, Elliot noted, Mike had this habit of using the thumb on his left hand to turn the simple gold band on his ring finger while he read.

      Elliot was staring when Mike flipped the last page over. He blew out a deep breath, then he leaned back in his chair and stretched, a view that Elliot couldn’t help himself from watching. Elliot’s gaze traveled up the length of Mike’s hard body, the strong V-shape of his lats. He stopped typing, his fingers hovering over the keyboard—

      Until he found Mike watching him with a half grin.

      “You’re not deleting anything, are you, Elliot?” Mike leaned forward, and Elliot caught his sudden expression of horror.

      Elliot’s face flushed, and he turned back to the screen. “What?” His face felt hot. “God, no. Of course not.” He was confident in his job. And still the question didn’t bother him. It was that it was Mike asking him—and that Mike caught him in full-leer mode. “I’m sorry. I’ll be done in a sec.”

      Mike clapped him on the shoulder. “I was just kidding, bro.”

      Elliot was all-too conscious of the hand on his shoulder.

      “I need to run this down to Linda, anyway. Take your time.” Mike stood up and walked from the cubicle, leaving Elliot with his eyes closed. When he opened them again, his gaze landed on the pictures spread out next to the computer monitor, pictures of Mike with his wife and two kids, a boy and a girl, each five or six years old. Elliot stared at the attractive blond woman in the picture. Lucky woman she was. For sure.

      When he finished, Mike was nowhere to be seen. He left the cubicle, and he put his ear buds back into his ear. Someone would try to catch him on his way out. Can you just look at this real quick? It’ll only take a second. They all thought he had plenty of “seconds” to spare. It was easier to keep his head down and ignore the waving hands in his direction. They weren’t saying hi to him. They all wanted something. They all loved him right up until he finished with whatever they needed, then he was long gone and forgotten in their world of magazine publishing.

      Mondial Publications put out a wide range of magazines from men’s magazines to a travel magazine to a weekly news magazine (that Elliot learned from fixing the computers in the accounting department would probably be sold off soon as it was becoming increasingly obsolete). People were less likely to spend much of their time reading a news magazine when most of them got their news from Facebook, as sad as that was.

      He checked his tablet and flipped to the next work order. Brianna LaFontaine. Elliot pressed his lips together, and he marked the job as current by touching the little check box on his screen as he went to the elevator.

      As he waited, someone approached the elevator to stand alongside him. Per usual, he kept his head down and thumbed through Facebook posts while he waited to avoid eye contact and any sort of social interaction. But when he heard the mumble of a voice over his headset, he glanced up. It was Mike Hansen.

      He pulled an ear bud out from his ear. “I’m sorry,” he said. “What?” His face felt hot, and he glanced away.

      But Mike smiled. “I said, all done, I see.”

      Elliot nodded, and he grinned.

      “Next job now, huh? You probably don’t get to relax much.”

      “Upstairs this time,” Elliot said. He felt sweat beading on his forehead. “Brianna LaFontaine.”

      “Boss’s daughter. Good luck with that.” The elevator door slid open. No one else was on it, and they both got on. “If I wasn’t married,” Mike said.

      Elliot whipped a glance in Mike’s direction.

      “Brianna LaFontaine. She’s a looker, that’s for sure.” Mike laughed, and he rapped knuckles on Elliot’s elbow. “And talk about living large for a while, am I right? Girl’s gotta have some bucks lying around.” As he said bucks, he held his hands out in front of his chest and gave his fictitious tits a squeeze.

      The lump in Elliot’s throat loosened, and he tried to keep smiling. Instead, he turned and pressed the button for the top floor.

      “I’m going up to 32,” Mike said, and Elliot pressed his button.

      They rode up in a short, uncomfortable silence until Mike’s floor opened. He said goodbye to Elliot and stepped off the elevator. Two others got on, a white-haired man in a suit and a woman who looked about the same age. As the three of them rode the rest of the way to the top floor, they ignored Elliot while they talked about a movie he had never heard of. He leaned against the elevator wall and watched the woman, aged but still pretty, touch her hair as she spoke, and she even reached over to squeeze the man’s shoulder.

      [image: ]

      The elevator opened on the top floor, and Elliot stepped out. It was by far the nicest floor in the building. Quiet, clean. There was no smell of ink or the desperation of writers in a hurry to finish their stories. This floor held all the executive offices, so it was a large lobby with a receptionist's desk in front of the sweeping globe logo of Mondial Publications. The woman sitting there—Elliot thought her name was Malinda—waved at him. “She’s expecting you,” Malinda said, and she turned back to her computer. At least Malinda hadn’t opened the email this morning.

      Just inside the double oak doors, there were austere seating groups with sparse plants. A modern feel befitting the worldwide publishing group that Mondial Publications was. Howard LaFontaine’s office was off to the right and took up most of that side of the building. Elliot had been in there only once when Mr. LaFontaine had a new computer system installed in his desk. It was like he was setting up the lair of a super villain—expensive furniture and computing power that caused his nerd self to foam at the mouth.

      Publishing was only one of the ventures that Mr. LaFontaine worked in. He was one of those mogul types that had his fingers in a lot of different holes and commanding an army of executives across a few different industries that Elliot hadn’t really kept track of. The publishing arm of Mr. LaFontaine’s empire sat in the hands of his daughter, Brianna LaFontaine and the office where Elliot was headed right now. Hers took up a large section of the side of the building opposite her father’s office.

      Brianna was one who put her time and effort into learning the trade. She majored in marketing and journalism with a minor in English in college, and she graduated summa cum laude in her class. Her place in the company wasn’t just as a figurehead. She earned her right to be there. It helped that when she graduated, she didn’t have to start out at the bottom like the rest of them did. She had an office waiting for her. If it had been anybody else, Elliot would probably be jealous. But Brianna, well, she deserved it.

      At her office door, Elliot peeked in and rapped his knuckle on the half-open door. “You’re next on my list,” Elliot said.

      Brianna LaFontaine sat at her desk, her fingers working quickly over the keyboard of her own computing powerhouse. She peered at him over glasses on her nose, and she took a deep breath before sitting back in her chair. She removed her glasses and stared at Elliot. Her blond hair was pulled back and professional. Severe. “Damn right,” Brianna said. “It’s about time you got your skinny ass up here.”

      Elliot walked further into the office, and he stopped with his tablet held gingerly in front of himself like a very inadequate shield.

      By then, Brianna stood from her chair, and her face had become her usual bright smile. She walked from behind her desk with her arms outstretched. “Get over here, you nerd,” she said as she gave Elliot a hug.

      Elliot returned the gesture, along with a smile of his own. “I was going to suggest Jimmy take this call,” Elliot said. “But there’s not an IT department head to take my request.”

      “And I would have hunted you down like a hungry lion.”

      “Yeah, I worried for Jimmy’s safety too. Poor guy.”

      “It would have been a slaughter,” she said. “The only thing saving him would be that I’d hate to ruin this blouse. It's Givenchy.”

      Elliot laughed.

      He and Brianna met in college. They were on the same dorm floor at the University of Chicago. Brianna didn’t need to stay in the dorms, but she had insisted, much to her father’s chagrin. She came from privilege, her father was fond of reminding her, but Brianna was a woman who wore her privilege with a hefty dose of humble. Sure, she enjoyed her money. The green Givenchy blouse blithely name-dropped, the matching skirt and the Valentino shoes. The entire outfit she wore today probably cost as much as Elliot’s salary in a month, but her clothes didn’t speak for her. Her superpower was her ability to know people, and she was the type of person against whom people couldn’t hold the fact she was the daughter of the twelfth richest man in the world. In between manicures and spa days, she never thought twice about getting dirty. She hung out with regular people. Elliot told her once during one of the many late-night study sessions in her room and later in her off-campus apartment that she was about the richest commoner that anyone knew.

      “So how’s it going, Brie?” Elliot asked

      “Shut up and sit down.” She turned him full around and pushed him over to the sitting area in her office, a set of tasteful white leather seats arranged in a grouping of four with a glass table in between. “I’m not telling you a thing about my life until you fill me in on all the sordid details of yours.”

      Elliot took a seat in one of the plush leather chairs, and Brianna moved to her desk and picked up her phone. “Two coffees, Greg. Mine the usual and one with two creams and two sweeteners. Elliot here is a lightweight.” She shot a wink in Elliot’s direction, and he rolled his eyes. Then she came back to the chairs and sat in beside him, turning herself and propping her chin on her palm. “Spill,” she said.

      His face grew warm. “What is there to tell?” Elliot said.

      “Oh, come on,” Brianna said. “Your date? The guy from Tinder? How’d it go?”

      Shit. Elliot shrugged. “Fine, I guess.”

      Brianna threw her hands up and lifted her face toward the ceiling. “That is not all you’re giving me.” She fixed him with a stare, eyebrows lifted and a challenging expression on her face. “Tell me everything. Your first date. Don't leave out a thing.” She gripped his forearm and gave him a friendly, frenetic squeeze. “Can’t you tell that I’m excited for you?”

      “I hadn’t noticed.” He grinned in spite of himself, but he looked down at his hands. He didn’t want to meet her gaze. “I mean, it was a typical date, you know? We met at…” He actually rehearsed this before, but his mouth felt dry. “Well, at a coffee shop, and we sat and talked.”

      “Yeah, and?”

      “I mean, we talked.” Elliot’s face flushed.

      “You had to talk about something. What’s he like?”

      “He’s nice. We had fun.”

      Brianna squinted at him. He expected that she would. It was no use with her. And he was a horrible liar. “You didn’t go out with him, did you?”

      Elliot wrung his hands, and he sighed. “I tried.”

      She swatted his shoulder. Not in a way to be mean, but a tap to express her disappointment. “You were looking forward to this,’ she said.

      “I know.”

      “So what happened?”

      Elliot’s heart beat against his chest, a thin sheen of sweat broke out on his forehead, and his palms were clammy. “I chickened out, I guess.”

      “What do you mean you chickened out?”

      “I mean I got ready. I showered, got dressed in nice clothes, and I sat down on my couch.”

      She waited for him to continue.

      “And that was it. Once I sat down, I kept thinking about all the things that could go wrong. What if he didn’t like me? What if he laughed at the way I was dressed? What if he called me names and left me all alone there in the coffee shop? I started feeling sick, then I couldn’t go any further, so I sat there until I finally decided to turn on the T.V.”

      “Elliot.” Now Brianna took one of his hands out from his lap, and she cradled it in her own. “Dammit, Ell, I wanted this to work out for you. You deserve it.”

      Elliot’s face grew warm again, and he turned his gaze downward. “I don’t know what to do, though. I get so nervous when it comes to meeting guys.” He lifted his face again to look at her. “I mean, it’s only been a month since I finally got the guts to tell anybody other than you that I’m gay. Can’t I just take it slow?”

      “You’re 27,” Brianna said. “Three years from thirty. You’re at that age where you need to get out there and explore. I mean, look at me. I have four dates lined up this next week, and that’s in addition to all the lunch invitations that are on my calendar.”

      “Yeah, but you’re Brianna LaFontaine, the daughter of a media mogul. Of course you have all kinds of invitations. Besides, you’re you.” Elliot sighed. “I’m nothing like you.”

      “But you can be.” She gave his hand a little squeeze. “You’re such a great guy, Elliot, I want you to be amazing in your own life.”

      Elliot smiled. “I think I do all right.”

      “If you only factor in smarts and computers, yeah, you’re a freaking movie star in those arenas.”

      “And Beasts of War.”

      Brianna rolled her eyes. “How many guys are you going to meet on that video game? Beasts of War is not real life.”

      “But I have friends on it. We talk and laugh. I know how to handle myself in that game.”

      “You need to translate some of that into the real world.”

      Elliot let out another long sigh. He loved Brianna. She was one of his best friends, but he hated when she got like this. She was always trying to fix him. “You remind me of my mom.”

      She slapped his arm, this time with more force. “You did not just say that.” She laughed.

      “Well, it’s true. She always tells me the same thing, that I need to put myself out there.”

      Brianna pouted a little with a thrust-out bottom lip. “Well, she sounds like a smart lady.” Then she shot Elliot a side-long glance. “Have you told your parents about you yet?”

      Elliot rolled his eyes. “I didn’t have to,” he said. “My mom has apparently known I was gay since I was a freshman in high school.”

      “And your dad?”

      “He’s a hippie. He works in engineering, but he’s always been a big supporter of civil rights. Way back when, before I even knew what to call peeking guys in the hallways at my high school, he said that, if I ever turned out gay, it was ‘cool, man.’” Elliot snickered. “I guess that means he knew back then too. I was pretty much the last one to know.”

      “You need to introduce me to your parents some time. It’s amazing that, even after our four years at the University of Chicago, I never got to meet them.”

      “You’d like them, I think. They’re outgoing and friendly with everyone.”

      Brianna poked his arm. “So what happened to you?”

      “Shut up.”

      “I mean it. Why didn’t some of that rub off on you?”

      Elliot shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess it was because they were always forcing me into social situations. It’s not spliced into my wiring like that. Maybe my mom smoked too much weed while I was in the womb or something.”

      “I doubt it. You can put everyone else to shame with your smarts.”

      Elliot blushed like he always did when he got compliments. “Maybe it’s a balancing act of some sort. My family is weird, so I balance it all out by being exceedingly normal. I’m boring. I think I remember that from a psychology class or something.”

      “You’re not boring.” Brianna put her arm around Elliot. “You’re the perfect catch, Ell. Brains and cute to boot. We’ll find you somebody.”

      Elliot let Briana pull him into a half hug. She was a lot like his mother. That wasn’t much of an exaggeration. But that wasn’t such a bad thing either. Brianna cared about him, and he knew it. Like with his mom, it was one thing he could always bank on.

      “So, do you actually have computer problems?” Elliot asked.

      Brianna clicked her tongue and let him go. “As if. I can fix my own damn computer. I wanted an update from you is all.”

      “I figured as much,” Elliot said. “You could have called.”

      She rolled her eyes. “That’s boring.” She leaned back in her chair, a finger touching her chin. “What do you want in a man?” Brianna asked him suddenly.

      Elliot smiled and blushed. “Why are you asking me like that?”

      She looked down at her hands then back to him. “I just want to know.”

      He sat back in the chair and ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know. I guess I want somebody who is nice, who treats me right. I want a guy who is gentle when he needs to be.” Then it really hit him. “I just want a guy who I like waking up next to in the morning, somebody I’m happy to see when I get up.”

      Brianna studied him. “Prince Charming, then.” She smiled. “Well, honey, I’m still searching for that guy too.”

      Brianna’s assistant brought their coffee, and Elliot relaxed a little more. Brianna went on about her upcoming dates, and Elliot listened. He should probably get back to work, but he did have the permission of his boss to be there. This was how it usually was, and he was good with that.

      Even if he was a little lonely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

        Theo

      

    

    
      Theo walked into the lobby of Chicago’s Streets and Sanitation Department, a door he passed through at a younger age hundreds of times on smaller feet and with a much different perspective. The tired security guard watched him with heavy eyes. She wasn’t someone he knew. There was a time he knew all their names, and they knew his, a time when they greeted him with a wave and questions, in the fall, about his lacrosse team, the Lincoln Park Lions, and if they finally stuck it to Taft that year, or in the spring, what his RBI was on the baseball field. Back then, Theo was a heavy hitter. Back then, he liked coming here and spending time with his dad. He used to spend long afternoons here to do his homework upstairs in one of the unused cubicles.

      But this time and on this visit, the security guard said nothing as he walked past the desk and over to the bank of elevators. She kept a red-tipped finger on the open book in front of her, and she only had a small, curt nod for him as he walked past her.

      His father’s office was on the seventh floor, and he stepped out onto the tiled floor to see the receptionist, Gladys, sitting at her desk on the phone as usual. She was someone who hadn’t changed. She was older now, well into her sixties with gray hair frosted with dyed blond, a hairstyle that hadn’t changed since Theo was in grade school when she first began work at the department. She gave Theo a loose-fingered wave and a bright smile when she saw him.

      Theo mouthed to Gladys. “He in?”

      She nodded and never missed a beat on her phone call as she explained the procedure for filing a grievance about tree trimming on a city street.

      Theo walked through the large glass double doors framed in tarnished brass. The room inside was huge, the main office space lined with the cubicles that dominated the entire room, many of them with smaller break-off points that led to more desks and more workers. This main office room where his father worked too had changed little over the years. Except again, he used to know many of the faces here, but now they were mostly strangers. He didn’t have a lot of occasions to visit his father these days.

      When he reached his father’s closed office door, he stopped. His heart thudded in his chest. It had been at least two months since he’d even spoken to him, and the last time was a chilly five-minute conversation on the phone when his father asked about his health insurance. An all-business call.

      Just like this visit was all business.

      Theo didn’t move. He stood where he was with his hands in the pockets of his cargo shorts. He took a deep breath, and he shook his head. Nope. Skip it. He didn’t want to talk to his father. He couldn’t talk to his father. His father wouldn’t want to talk to him, not for this. He needed to do something about his present situation, but this wasn’t the answer. He was about to turn around and stride long and fast back toward the same brass-framed doors when the present door he stood in front of opened.

      His father spied him standing outside. The man who studied him a graying figure of his old man, a ghost of the solid embodiment he remembered from grade school and even into his high-school years. His father’s eyes squinted, deepening the lines of the crow’s feet that clawed out at the corners of his eyes. “Theo,” his father said. He looked down at his watch. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

      “Yeah, no,” Theo said. He shifted where he stood, his backpack on his shoulder. “I just dropped by.”

      His father’s mouth tightened. The moment stretched between them until his father took a deep breath. “Well, I was just going to hand these files off next door. Go on in and have a seat. I’ll be right back.”

      Fuck.

      Theo went inside his father’s office that seemed so much smaller than he remembered it. Like the outer cubicles, his father’s office was stuck in a time from Theo’s memory. The pictures on the wall, his father’s undergraduate diploma from the University of Iowa. Only as he looked closer, some of the pictures had been replaced with newer. There were graduation pictures, a picture of his sister, Hannah, crossing the stage in cap and gown, and another later of her college undergrad ceremony. One of her wearing the short white coat she had to wear while she was still in medical school. Then a final one of her in a full-length lab coat after she obtained her M.D. Michael’s pictures were there too, his brother on the day he graduated from Navy boot camp, another of him in his dress whites, one of him on deployment standing on the deck of a vessel at sea. There were also pictures were of his mother, pictures from vacations she and his father took, his father younger and with a broader smile than the man Theo met at the door of his office, and another picture of his mother holding some kind of award that Theo never remembered her receiving. But she beamed and grinned like it was an Oscar and she an actress. He guessed that, though she worked as a law professor, ‘actress’ was still an apt description for her.

      There was even the old picture of Theo and his dad, Theo dressed in his baseball uniform during, he believed, his sophomore year in high school and his dad grinning big enough to show the top row of his teeth. A proud dad when the Lincoln Park High School baseball team won their tournament. The pinnacle of his high-school baseball career in his father’s eyes. It made sense to Theo that his father would keep that picture up on the wall. But after that one, any other pictures of Theo stopped.

      He heard his father come back into the office, and Theo turned just as his dad caught sight of him and the frown that followed. When his father closed the door, Theo’s heart slammed harder in his chest like he’d been cut off from the outside world.

      “Theo, it’s been a while,” his dad said. He stood with his hands firmly planted on his hips. His father, even in his early sixties, still cut an imposing figure, and even though Theo was two inches taller than his dad, he still felt small in front of him. His father had piercing blue eyes that could cut right through him and leave the wounds cauterized from cold.

      Theo said nothing. He only nodded.

      “Have a seat,” his father said. There was no hug, no shake of the hands. He’d seen his father hug his brother plenty of times.

      But his brother wasn’t the gay one. And that’s when all this started, when his father stopped putting pictures of him up on the wall of his office. The day that his father dismissed Theo’s coming-out announcement with, “you better grow out of that.” Ever since, it’s been times like this, tense moments and squaring off like two caged animals any time they met face-to-face.

      Theo sat down in the chair across from the one that his father slid into behind the desk. His father picked up stacks of papers and lined the corners of the pages with the corners of his desk, and then he positioned the pen that lay slightly askew. Theo waited for him to finish. A typical ritual.

      “So what brings you by?” his father asked. He folded his hands on top of his desk and leaned forward on his elbows.

      “Well, mom’s out of town.”

      His father nodded. His eyes squint.

      Theo took a breath. He worried that the sweat beading on his temples was visible, that his father would sense he was nervous like a prey animal. He always tried to present himself a figure in control when he was around his dad, but his dad always made him feel inadequate. A long silence passed between them as Theo tried to calm himself and figure out what to say. The way his father looked at him made him think he already knew what was coming, and it annoyed Theo that he wasn’t wrong. So, cut to the chase: “I need some money,” Theo said.

      His father’s eyes grew chilly, tinged with disappointment. It was a look that Theo had grown used to. “Well,” his father said. “I don’t have any money to give you.”

      “I need it,” Theo said. “I’m moving, and I need to pay the security deposit and first month’s rent, and I have books to buy still for school.” School was another bone of contention between them. While his brother and sister were well on the way to their careers, Theo muddled through by taking only a class or two a semester at DePaul. He’d been in college almost as long as his sister, but his sister had an M.D. license to show for it. Theo still had thirty-two credits until graduation for his undergraduate degree.

      His father leaned back in his chair, and he shrugged. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m sure you are,” Theo said. He scratched a fingernail to furrow the wood of the chair arm where he sat.

      His dad sighed. “Why can’t you be more like your brother and sister?”

      “And what’s that, dad?” Theo glared.

      “At least they work and have steady jobs.”

      “And they’re straight?”

      His dad said nothing to that. He didn’t have to. It was the expression that stoked a fire in Theo’s belly. Then his dad said with a dismissive sigh. “You used to have discipline, Theodore. You need to go into the military like your brother. Maybe that will turn you into the man you were meant to be.”

      “The man I’m meant to be.” Theo shook his head, his mouth tight. “I guess we can’t all be trash men like you, can we?”

      A response formed on his dad’s face. It showed in his eyes, the way he glared at Theo. “If that will be all,” he said.

      There was nothing else he could say. He knew that just from looking at his father. Once his father declared a conversation over, it was over. Theo stood up, and the chair skittered back about a foot. “I guess that will be.”

      “Show yourself out.” Already his father was pulling a file from the drawer in his desk to continue working.

      Theo stared at him and shook his head. The impulse to reach across that desk and knock the glasses off his face was strong. But instead, he turned and kicked the chair he had been sitting in and slammed it into a filing cabinet where it leaned on one leg and clattered onto its side. When he turned back, his father was standing up behind his desk.

      “Get out,” his father said.

      “Fuck you. I’m going.”

      As Theo stomped toward the door, he heard his father mumble, “faggot.”

      That stopped Theo with his hand on the doorknob. He turned to stare over his shoulder at his father still standing behind his desk. Theo’s heart still pounded in his chest, but this time it wasn’t out of fear. This time it was pure anger. His fists balled at his side. “You’re a piece of shit,” Theo said.

      His dad laughed. “At least I have money,” he said.

      “I may be a ‘faggot,’ dad, but where do you think I got those genes? Huh?” He opened the door. “Is that why mom’s getting the divorce?” With that, he walked out of his father’s office and slammed the door behind him.

      The door opened, and his father called his name, but Theo kept walking.

      And he walked through this office for the last time.
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      Almost an hour later, Theo walked into the lobby of the Drake Hotel into a world he only touched on through his friend. A luxurious contrast to where he had just come from. Royal blue carpeting accented with gold, rich mahogany furniture, vases arranged with fresh flowers splashed with the colors of a Chicago summer: reds and blues. The Cubs were up this season. Hotel guests occupied the lobby dressed in clothing usually reserved for New York runways. Even the concierge sitting at his desk seemed dressed in a suit that was more than Theo could ever hope to afford.

      But he was here at the request of one Brianna LaFontaine.

      The Drake hotel had a classic lounge where Theo actually, to his recollection, had never set foot into before, even though he’d lived in the Chicago area all of his life. Coq D’Or was a swanky bar, the kind of place men in suits met for drinks after a business deal or high-class hotel guests came down for a vodka gimlet or martinis shaken with expensive gin. A dark-wood bar dominated one wall, the room accented with red-leather seating. It was a setting all at once rich yet intimate.

      He found Brianna sitting at a table along the wall where she entertained a man Theo had never met before. She spotted him as she spoke and waved him over with an expression that Theo recognized: a rescue-me gleam in her eye schooled behind a polite smile. She and Theo had known one another since high school. They dated for most of their sophomore and junior years—before Theo came out as gay. And afterward, they simply remained friends. Good friends. It was Brianna that Theo called when he got together with Reid, to share his elation, and it was Brianna he called when he found out Reid was cheating on him, to cry over the phone then commiserate over stiff drinks. She showed up at his door with a $400 bottle of scotch from her father’s private reserve, and they talked until sunrise and Theo was able to make himself forget Reid’s name for that little while.

      “Theo,” she said when he approached the table. She stood up and so did the man sitting with her. He was thin, not bad looking, but he had an air of accountant about him, something boring. Brianna reached out to Theo and took his hand, and she leaned in for a kiss on his cheek. Theo suppressed a laugh by biting his lower lip. She must be desperate. “Theo, this is Richard. He’s a distant friend of daddy’s.” Her emphasis on distant was not missed.

      Theo extended his hand. “Good to meet ya, Rich,” Theo said. Richard shook his hand and offered a greeting—his mouth said nice to meet you too, but the glare up and down meant he was clearly sizing Theo up. So Theo played along. He reached out and put an arm around Brianna’s waist and leaned in toward her, but he kept eyes on Richard, a confident grin on his lips that Richard assessed with a grimace. “I’m surprised we haven’t met already,” he said to Richard.

      “We only just had the pleasure a week ago,” Richard said as he took his seat again directly across from where Brianna sat back down. It was a table for two, so Theo swung a chair around from a nearby table and moved in next to Brianna.

      “Yes,” Brianna said. “Daddy introduced us at a cocktail party last Friday, something for a March of Dimes charity.”

      “I won the silent auction for the Monaco week in September,” Richard said. “Thirty-two thousand,” he added. His volley in their bar battlefield. He shot a glance toward Theo almost like he wanted to whip it out and start comparing sizes.

      Brianna put a hand on Theo’s, for which he was thankful. He had nothing to counter that with. “Monaco is lovely. I’ve been there so often, though, it’s almost like going to work,” she said with a shrug, her free hand ringing the rim of her highball glass filled with Dewars, if Theo had to guess. Brianna was the type who could afford a $90 glass of scotch like a Chivas 21 year, but she was fond of saying to anyone who would listen that she preferred to stick to a simple drink. She turned to Theo. “You remember, honey? The lamb at Blue Bay?” She smacked her lips and touched fingers to her chest.

      “How could I forget,” Theo said. He had no idea what she was talking about, but he knew his role. He played along.

      Richard’s eyes hooded in response. He shot Theo another challenging glance as he picked up his glass and took a drink. Even if Theo wasn’t interested in Brianna—not in the same way Richard was, that is—it was still kind of fun to see this guy squirm. And he could almost read it crossing Richard’s face as he turned his eyes to the drink glass still gripped in his hand.

      “Well,” Richard said after a delightfully uncomfortable moment. “I’m supposed to meet a client soon.” He reached out a hand toward Brianna, and she graciously took it between her long fingers. “Certainly a pleasure to see you again, Brianna. Maybe we’ll run into one another again sometime.”

      “It’s possible,” she said with a polite smile.

      Richard stood and gave Theo a curt nod. “Theo,” was all he said.

      “Nice meeting you, Dick,” Theo said. He smiled as Richard stopped like he wanted to say something, but he turned with a huff instead and left them at the table.

      “It’s about time,” Brianna said when Richard was no longer in earshot. She rolled her eyes and put an elbow on the table with her glass in one hand. “I knew even last week Daddy was angling for some kind of future collaboration between me and tricky Dick there.” She took a sip of her scotch and turned her attention to Theo. “So what took you so long?”

      “I’m not that late,” Theo said. He looked at his watch. An hour and a half before he had to head to work and flash his naked torso to the world.

      “If you’d been on time, you would’ve saved me a lot of awkward conversation.” She lifted a hand to get the waitress’ attention. Theo ordered the same as Brianna. He wanted to talk to her about the conversation with his father. She would understand, and she would listen. Brianna had seen how Theo’s father reacted to his son’s homosexuality, and she was there when their relationship turned dark after. But he already knew what she would say, and he knew what she would offer. He didn’t want to go down that path with her.

      So he stuck to another topic that weighed heavy on his mind: “I saw Reid yesterday.”

      Brianna sat back and rolled her eyes. “Lovely. What did Mr. Wonderful have to say?”

      “I caught him in bed with his current.”

      “No!”

      Theo was over feeling sorry for his failed relationship. He lifted his shoulders in a shrug. But he wished the waitress would hurry with his drink. “I’m supposed to be out by Wednesday.”

      “What an asshole.” She drained her glass by the time the waitress returned with the new drinks. “What are you going to do?”

      Theo took a swig of the scotch that burned his throat going down. “I have a place in mind, but I’m still working out how to pay the deposit and first month’s rent.”

      “Fine. Done.”

      Theo rubbed his forehead. This was exactly the direction he wanted to avoid with her by not bringing up the fight with his dad. Taking her money always led to guilty feelings that put a strain on their relationship. It had happened before. She never asked about it. She always acted like nothing had ever happened between them, that there was no debt owed. It was part of who she was to help, but it didn’t change that Theo still knew he owed her. And for him, it always made things awkward. He never wanted her to feel like he was trying to take advantage of her and her wealth. He shook his head. “No, Brianna. I’m not going to take your money.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because like I said before, I don’t want to be your charity case.”

      “Please,” she said, and she twirled the ice in her glass to swirl her scotch. “It’s not charity. It’s me helping out a friend.” She took a drink. “If you ever finish your degree, you can come work for me. Then it wouldn’t be charity at all.”

      “Yeah, that’s not happening anytime soon, I’m afraid.”

      “You’re almost done,” she said.

      “I have two math courses and three science courses left to do.”

      She gave him a sidelong look. “That’s not too bad,” she said carefully. But even he could see she didn’t really mean it. Math and science was never her best subjects either, and Brianna LaFontaine was not a dumb person. She was an all-A’s type of girl who made school appear depressingly easy. Of course, she carried the tradition on when she started college. Theo, on the other hand, was a typical jock type, albeit a gay one. Just because he liked dick didn’t mean he was suddenly good at math and science. “Well, what are you going to do?” she asked Theo again.

      Theo took in a deep breath and blew it out. “I tried asking my father for money,” he said.

      “And that apparently went about as well as expected.”

      “Yeah…”

      “You have too many asshole men in your life, Theodore Cooper.”

      “No kidding.”

      “First your father,” she continued, “then that daddy replacement you called a boyfriend for two years.”

      “He wasn’t a ‘daddy replacement,’” Theo shot back. But he was half laughing.

      “Right,” Brianna said. She watched him beneath a raised eyebrow as she sipped her drink.

      But Reid wasn’t. There was something he saw in Reid when they first met. Sure, he was older than Theo, but only by ten years. To some, ten years was ancient. To him, it worked. He looked up to Reid. Reid was a man who was in control, someone who could go out and do something for himself. And early in their relationship, Reid paid attention to him, and it gave Theo hope that maybe, one day, he could achieve something worthwhile on his own. Reid was motivation for Theo.

      At least until he wasn’t and Reid showed his true colors. Their relationship soured. They became little more than roommates who slept in the same bed.

      Theo sighed. “I’ve been having anger sex,” he said. He wanted to change the subject.

      “Anger sex.”

      A sheepish grin spread on his face, and he curled his fingers around the highball glass in front of him. “Random hookups. It’s like I want to get back at Reid, because he’s already found somebody else.”

      Brianna laughed. “How’s that working for you?”

      “About as expected.” Theo sighed. “Such a big city, and the men in this city all seem so empty.” It was likely that he was projecting empty from himself. It didn’t take a degree in psychology to figure it out. There hadn’t been much for him to fill up on the past few months.

      When she drained her scotch and put her glass back down, she motioned to the waitress for another round.

      “I really can’t. I have to work tonight.”

      “Your modeling job?” Of course Brianna knew about his job. At least she had the courtesy to refer to it as modeling and not a low-wage retail greeter with a strict non-dress code. “Then you need another drink. What’s the pay like in a job like that?”

      “Not nearly enough to cover my new apartment.”

      “I wish you would…”

      “No.” He spoke with more force. And he meant it. She took the hint and shut up about giving him money.

      Then Brianna sat up straight in her chair, and a slow grin spread across her painted lips. Theo had seen that look plenty of times before. It meant she had an idea, which usually meant Theo was going to end up agreeing to something he would probably regret later.

      Brianna leaned forward and looked him square in the eye. “What if I told you I had an idea that could help you out with your financial problems, all while helping another friend with his problem?”

      Theo grew skeptical. He crossed his arms as he watched Brianna size him up with her broadening grin. “I’m not taking your money,” he reiterated.

      “You wouldn’t be. You would be, well,” she considered a moment. “A freelancer of sorts.”

      “Like a job? Don’t you hire freelancers at your magazines?”

      “Not this type of freelancer.”

      Theo sighed. He was skeptical, but he said, “I’m listening.”

      She tapped a long fingernail on the wooden tabletop. “I have this friend who is painfully shy. He is newly out, and he has no clue about how to, well, do what you seem to do so well.”

      “And what is that?”

      “He’s never been laid.”

      Theo shook his head. “Come on. How old is he?”

      “Twenty-six, maybe twenty-seven. He’s your age.”

      “I don’t believe that’s possible. A guy my age who hasn’t been laid?”

      Brianna shrugged and leaned back in her chair. “It’s entirely possible. Not all men in the world have the blessing of good genes like the wildly attractive Theodore Cooper. For some guys it’s a little tougher to get out there like you do.”

      Theo was still dubious. He wasn’t sure where this was going. And if it was going in the direction he thought it was, he wasn’t sure he entirely liked it. “What are you asking me to do, Brianna?”

      “I am saying that I will catch you up financially if you perform this one task for me, and that is to show my friend Elliot what a hot night looks like.” Brianna crossed her legs in the chair.

      “You want me to become a prostitute,” Theo said.

      She opened her mouth to protest, but then she closed it again. Clearly, she hadn’t considered that angle of her proposition, but Brianna was the type who took a stumble in stride. She took a deep breath. “I don’t mean it that way, Theo. You know I think you’re amazing.”

      “But that’s what you mean, what this job is.”

      “What I mean is my friend needs help, and I think you’re the one who can help him. He’s a friend from college. We graduated together at the University of Chicago, and he has always been too shy for his own good.”

      “Have I met this guy?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think so. We split off into different circles when I started college.”

      Theo didn’t answer her. He only watched her.

      “Come on, Theo. You said it yourself that you’re hooking up with strange men.”

      “I wouldn’t call them strange. I have my standards.”

      “Men you don’t know who you’re using just for sex. Why not let this one time be something that can benefit you in more ways than just biologically?”

      “A prostitute.”

      She waved the comment away with a scowl. “Such a dirty way of seeing it.” She shifted in her seat.

      It was Theo’s turn to pick up his drink and sip it while watching her squirm. But, as he sipped his drink, he thought it over. It wasn’t like he never considered being an escort. A guy like him, he knew, could make some serious bank in that line of work. It was just, he didn’t like what it represented, the way it would make him feel. “How is this different?”

      “It’s different because I’m helping out two of my good friends in their time of need.”

      “Oh, so it’s about what you can do for someone.”

      Brianna smiled. “Of course.”

      Theo sighed. “How much money are we talking here?”

      “How much do you need?”

      The waitress finally brought their new drinks, and Theo wrapped his hands around his glass. He sat still for a second. Was he really about to agree to this? Part of him said it was a bad idea, that it was him sinking to a new low. Reid talked down to him when he discovered Theo had taken the job at the retail store to stand shirtless outside. What would he say about this?

      But did he care anymore what Reid thought? It wasn’t any of Reid’s business anymore what he did for money, now was it?

      “Okay, fine,” he said. He put his hands up in the air as he worked out some quick math. “Maybe $5,000?”

      “Five-thousand dollars?” Brianna arched an eyebrow. “Never let it be said Theodore Cooper doesn’t have an inflated sense of self-worth.” But she smiled, and then she leaned forward. “If I agree to $5,000, then you need to stay all night. One of the things he said is he wants to wake up next to a man in the morning. You give him that, along with everything in between, and I’ll happily pay you the $5,000 for you to get back on your feet again.”

      “And all I have to do is help this guy get off by sleeping with him.” In the end, it wasn’t all that difficult of a proposition. She was right. He’d gotten off with guys for much less these past couple of months, sometimes for the price of a drink. Sometimes not even that much. The night he found out Reid had a new boyfriend even while they were still living together, Theo went out and had sex with two guys. Revenge sex. “This guy isn’t some snaggletooth troll, is he?”

      Brianna rolled her eyes. “No. He’s a sweet guy. A little on the nerdy side, but he’s cute. You’ll be fine.” She waved the thought away with a hand. “But would it even matter?”

      Theo shrugged. “I guess not.”

      She smiled. “Good,” she said and took a long sip of her drink. “I’ll set it up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

        Elliot

      

    

    
      On Friday night, after work, Elliot allowed himself to be dragged out for drinks. It wasn’t like he had a choice. It all started two days ago with a series of text messages from Brianna where Elliot tried his level best to squirm out of it with lame excuses like he had a raid planned on his game. He said there were people expecting him to be there—surely she would understand that one. But she persisted. Then he tried the I’ve been working so hard lately, suggesting that he just needed a little time to unwind by blowing up some pixelated monsters for a while. Pretty much his standard plan for any evening after he got off work. Sometimes he might break it up with a little television, but most nights, he played his game.

      But Brianna, being Brianna, insisted. She did this to him at least once every couple of months. And Elliot, as was typical, found himself powerless to resist. He agreed to show up at the appointed time in her office. She worried that if he made it to the front doors of the building on his own, he’d make a mad dash for home instead of to the bar. And, he conceded, she probably wasn’t wrong.

      Though for now, she was on the phone at her desk. She held up a finger to indicate she wouldn’t be long and motioned him to sit while she talked numbers and revenue and advertising space. He sat with his hands folded in his lap and a churn in his gut at the idea of sitting soon in a populated bar. He really wasn’t one for a night on the town. At a bar. With people.

      “Sorry for the wait, darling,” she said after she hung up. She gathered up her Prada purse and the white Dior coat from the armoire she kept in her office, and she walked over to Elliot to give him the kiss-kiss face. “Daddy is insistent that I keep the advertisers happy with constant updates on their ad placement.”

      “All of them? Don’t we have account execs for that?”

      “Oh no. Just the special ones, the ones with the big names and even bigger accounts. I spent all afternoon on the phone with Audi’s director of marketing.”

      “Impressive,” Elliot said.

      “Hardly.” She flipped open her phone screen to check a message, then put it back into her bag. “The man spent an hour talking about a ski weekend in the French Alps, and when I tried to steer our conversation back to advertising budgets, he would ask me a question about my family. I’ve had more pointed conversations with toddlers.” She laughed like a crystal bell as they exited her office. “I think I earned this cocktail night.”

      In the elevator, she faced the mirrored back wall and checked her hair and make-up on the way down. Elliot smoothed his shirt beneath his sport jacket that was probably too warm for the humid Chicago air.

      She turned her attention to him through the mirror like a thought struck her. “You’re interviewing on Monday, right?”

      The head of IT left the firm and took a new job at Apple or something like that, and that left the position open. “Yeah.” The thought of the interview made his palms sweat, and he shoved his hands into the pockets of his coat. “At eleven in the morning on Monday,” he said.

      Brianna finished with her lipstick, and she put the tube back in her purse. She turned to him. “You’ve got it in the bag. This is a formality, I’m sure.”

      “You know how I am at these things,” he said. He tried his best to keep his nerves under wraps, but he worried that he was failing. The way she looked at him confirmed that fact.

      “Be yourself, Ell. It’s your best asset.” She put a hand on his shoulder. “Trust me when I tell you this: You are made for that job. You’ll do fantastic.” She faced forward as the elevator came to rest on the lobby level of the building. “And I may have sent a letter of recommendation down for you.”

      Elliot flushed. “You didn’t have to.”

      “I know, but I wanted to. Otherwise, what else am I good for?”

      Elliot was still blushing, but he was smiling too.

      They walked out into the Chicago evening. It was going on six, and the traffic was still in full press in the Loop. It would be this way for the next couple of hours at least. Rush hour in Chicago lasted for at least four hours a day. It was only between the hours of five and six that the traffic moved from a constant push to a breaking point where the streets locked into parking-lot mode. By now, the traffic was just gaining momentum again and moving at a more regulated pace. He and Brianna walked. The place she’d chosen for them to go wasn’t far. Only a block away from their office building.

      When they reached the entrance to the lounge, a host held the doors open as they walked in, and another led the way to a reserved table through a rather crowded room. Young professionals, guys in suits still wearing their coats, and women dressed in skirts and designer blouses. Against them, he felt inadequate, the suit he wore purchased at a discount department store, the shirt slightly wrinkled. His shoes screamed Payless. The people here were executives who probably had offices with sweeping downtown views. He was an IT guy who worked in the basement, a guy who could unravel at any second if forced to endure the presence of so many people who seemed to naturally belong in a place where he had no business.

      And he was skinny. The men here looked the type to spend days in the gym. They probably had actual workout schedules that they stuck to, reminders on their cell phone calendars, Go to the gym, for which they would drop everything, their pens and their executive file folders, and rush off to a place with an aroma of sweat and masculinity, carrying a bag full of workout clothes that smelled much the same. Even the fat guys appeared fit as their big hands clasped glasses full of dark liquids. They weren’t slovenly. They could toss logs in a lumberjack contest on the weekends. Elliot stuck close to Brianna as if she might provide him some needed justification for his being there.

      The host took them to a table in the center of the room that did absolutely nothing for Elliot’s confidence. He would have preferred a table along the wall, maybe in a corner. Out here, he felt on stage with everyone eying them both. Their eyes lingered and stuck on Brianna. Or maybe they were judging him for being there with her. Their stares felt like scrutiny. He hung his head low so as to not draw too much attention to himself. If he could pick a superpower, it would be invisibility.

      As soon as they sat, a waiter took their order as if he’d been waiting anxiously for them to arrive. He was cute, tall with dark hair, and he even gave Elliot a smile that caused him to talk down to the table and not make eye contact while he ordered. Then they were left alone. Only, Elliot was all too aware that they were not alone, that they were, in fact, the furthest from alone, sitting in the center of this bar surrounded by all these people who seemed so at home in this crowded space. That realization only made Elliot feel even more alien.

      They said little until the waiter brought their drinks. Brianna checked her phone and tapped out a message to someone.

      “You’re doing it again.” Brianna looked at him over a glass of white wine she held artfully by the stem so that the golden liquid caught the light from the bar and twinkled as the wine swirled in the bell of the glass.

      Elliot blushed, and his eyes grew wide. “Doing what?”

      She let a small side smile creep onto her rouged lips. “You’re clamming up. I can see the beads of sweat on your forehead. Stop it.”

      If only it were that easy.

      But Brianna seemed to sense this, and she reached across the table and patted his hand. “Relax, Ell. They’re people winding down from a long day at work. Like us. Nobody here will bite you.” She glanced over her shoulder toward the door. “Not unless you want them to.” She shot him a wink and sipped her wine.

      Elliot tried to laugh and play it off. “I’m fine.” He took a drink of his beer—he ordered a Chicago microbrew. He wasn’t much of an alcohol drinker of any kind, but he made an exception when he went out with Brianna. And usually by the end of the evening, he was mildly more relaxed.

      She laughed. “Really?” She picked up a cloth napkin and wiped the top of his lip, and she showed him the napkin with a healthy dose of beer suds.

      “I would’ve gotten it,” Elliot said. His face felt like it was on fire.

      She sighed. “You’re too cute,” she said. Her phone chirped a message, and she checked the screen. She glanced over her shoulder toward the door before looking at him once again. “We used to spend a lot more time together.”

      “We were college kids back then,” Elliot said. “We had all the time in the world.”

      “And you have plenty of time after you get off work. But you go play your game.”

      Elliot took a sip of his beer, and he winced. “You played that game for a short while too, in case you forgot.”

      She put her wine glass down and shrugged. “I did. And I can’t say it was a bad game.”

      “You had fun.”

      “Okay. You got me.” She put her long fingers on the base of her glass and swirled the wine around so it danced. She told him once that it let the wine breathe. “I can be a nerd when I want to be.”

      “That’s why we get along, Brie.”

      “It is.” The she leaned in closer. “I’m even thinking of going to Comic-Con this year.”

      Elliot’s eyes widened. “For real?”

      “Yes.” She grinned wide. “I miss it, Ell. I do. Now that I’m working, daddy always has me doing crap for him, and I can’t cut up like I used to.” This was the Brianna that Elliot missed, the one he was glad to see now.

      “You should play again. I still have a second account on Beasts of War. You could always come back for a raid sometime if you want.”

      She studied him with a squint and a grin. “Maybe I will. But you won’t cry when I beat you in damage done, will you?”

      Elliot rolled his eyes. “Please. You can try. I play a rogue, remember? They’re hard to beat.”

      “I used to give you quite the run for your gold, as you might recall, and I played a priest.”

      Elliot laughed.

      When her phone chirped with another message, she checked it again. Her eyes widened, and she glanced over her shoulder again.

      Elliot was about to ask who she was looking for when he followed where she was looking toward the door. What he saw there made him forget the next thing he was going to say. A tall guy with dark hair. A strong face, a face for losing himself in. A hint of scruff on his jawline that sent Elliot’s heart to pound. Against the backdrop of stuffy suits from the surrounding Loop office buildings, this guy stood out. He wore a loose button-up shirt that accentuated the swell of his pectoral muscles and that revealed hints of silky hair hidden in the valley between the plains of his chest. This was a man that walked out of his dreams, a man he never would have believed existed outside the pages of a fitness magazine.

      What Brianna did next caused Elliot’s hear to thump so hard in his chest, he was surprised people nearby couldn't hear it over the music that played. She raised an arm and waved at the hot guy.

      And the hot guy waved back.

      “What are you doing?” Elliot’s face lit up red like a beacon.

      “I know him,” Brianna said. “That’s my friend, Theo.”

      “Your what?” He knew what she said. He’d only ever heard her talk of a Theo a few times in the four years they spent together at the University of Chicago. “Your ex-boyfriend?” She never mentioned that her ex-boyfriend from high school was a model.

      “Ex-boyfriend until he came out.”

      He probably should have understood exactly what she was telling him, but the hot guy, this Theo, was walking in their direction too quickly and wearing a smile that belonged on movie stars and in magazines. And he seemed to study Elliot as he approached.

      Brianna stood up when he got close, and he leaned forward to kiss her cheek. They exchanged their greetings, and Elliot wrapped his hands around his cold and sweating beer. His mouth was parched, but he didn’t risk another sip. What if he had a repeat of the suds?

      “Elliot!” Brianna said. She sounded almost far away to him. “This is my good friend, Theo.”

      “Hello,” Theo said. His voice was resonant and carried with it a kind of clarity over the ambient sounds of the bar. A hand came into Elliot’s view, and for a stretched-out moment, he wasn’t quite sure what he should do with it.

      Elliot followed the line of his arm up to look into the face of the man who owned the hand—blue eyes. God, this man was gorgeous. Finally, he reached out and shook Theo’s hand. “Hello,” he tried to say, but his throat was so dry that it came out barely above a whisper.

      “It’s okay,” Brianna said. Elliot wasn’t sure if it was to him or to Theo. “Have a seat, Theo. Join us for a drink.”

      A chair was brought over, and Elliot had the space of a few seconds to get his heartbeat back under control again. It wasn’t easy. The speed of the blood coursing through his veins caused his world to spin, and he thought maybe he was having a stroke or a heart attack.

      Because when Theo sat down, his leg pressed up against Elliot’s leg.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

        Theo

      

    

    
      Theo sat at the table with his leg pressed up against this guy he just met, apparently the guy he was supposed to wine and dine and show a good time to. He sat with his hands folded in front of him, and he made small talk with Brianna while trying to catch the guy’s eyes. Brianna was right. Elliot wasn’t Quasimodo come down from the bell tower. He was actually kind of cute. He was slender, slightly pale with a narrow face and dark hair that swept down over his forehead. His skin was clear, and his eyes bright, a wary bird with eyes held wide to take in any and all threats. He wasn’t the first guy Theo would go to in a club, but he was somebody he might entertain for a time and maybe take home if there was no one else to catch his attentions before the lights came up at closing and they pushed people toward the doors. This was not the worst situation for him to be in.

      Theo tried again to get Elliot’s attention with a smoldering look that only seemed to cause him to retreat even further into himself. He had to wonder if Elliot was even interested with how he refused to make eye contact. For the first time in a long time, Theodore Cooper rebuffed. It caused him to shift in his seat and run fingers over his forehead to check his hair. He turned to Brianna.

      “So how’s it going, Brie?” Theo asked. She watched the both of them like waiting for something spectacular to happen, like it was a stage show and at any moment, an actor would come along and create a spectacle worthy of some applause. That’s what he was in this case, an actor. Really, that was a polite way to think about it. It softened the reality of this situation to see himself as playing a part, the part of a guy who was supposed to make another guy feel special in ways he had never experienced. And looking at Elliot once again, Theo could tell he had never experienced this. His hands were even trembling.

      But right then, he felt nervous too, and like he wasn't living up to his end of their bargain.

      “The usual,” Brianna said. “Work and far too little play.” With eye contact made, Brianna tilted her head toward Elliot to tell Theo he should talk to him and not to her.

      Theo shrugged back and mouthed, I don’t know what to do. And the sad thing to Theo was that Elliot was utterly unaware that all this was going on, his face turned away as if studying a spot on the floor some distance from their table, a thousand yards from where they sat, seeing everything yet taking in nothing.

      “Elliot,” Theo said. “So what do you do?”

      Elliot turned to him like he’d been struck, and Theo was almost certain he was about to bolt from the table. At least that confirmed one thing: Elliot was nervous, not uninterested.

      So Theo reached out and put a hand on top of his. He wasn’t sure why he did that or why he felt it was necessary to somehow hold onto Elliot’s hand like he might get away. Sure, the money might have had something to do with it. That was his whole motivation for being here, and if Elliot left them both at the table, the deal would likely be off. Theo would have no place to go, nowhere to live. But something in the way Elliot was acting, how frightened he was in that moment, made Theo want to act, to protect him.

      “Hey, bro. It’s okay.” Theo smiled.

      Elliot’s face reddened to the point that Theo worried it might burst open.

      He leaned in toward Elliot. “Why the red face? Don’t be embarrassed. Is that what’s going on? Are you embarrassed?”

      Elliot made some kind of motion with his head that Theo took to mean an agreement.

      “What do you have to be embarrassed about?”

      “I’m sorry,” Elliot said finally.

      Theo shook his head. “Don’t apologize. You have nothing to apologize for. We all have a bit of social anxiety from time to time.”

      “Why are you talking to me?” Elliot’s expression was one of skepticism.

      Theo laughed. “Why wouldn’t I talk to you is what you should be asking.” He glanced over at Brianna who appeared content enough to simply watch the whole thing play out, and there was just that hint of resentment at her seeming unwillingness to help out. But the way she looked at Theo seemed to suggest that he was doing all right on his own.

      The waiter came to the table, not bad looking and who apparently thought the same of Theo by how he stared down at his chest—eyes up here, buddy. But Theo kept his hand on top of Elliot’s the whole time, and the waiter took note of this in how he glanced between them, trying to puzzle it out.

      “I’ll have what he’s drinking,” Theo said. The waiter went on his way, and Theo turned back to Elliot. “So, you going to answer my question?”

      “Huh?” Elliot still looked frightened.

      “About work. What do you do?”

      “Oh.” Elliot moved his hand from under Theo’s, and an expression flashed over his face as if he regretted doing so. He reached for his beer like he wanted to take a drink. “Um, I work in the IT department at Mondial Publications.”

      “With Brianna,” Theo said.

      “That’s right,” Elliot said.

      Theo glanced between Elliot and Brianna. The waiter brought his beer, and he swallowed a mouthful. “You two known each other long?” He sort of knew the answers to this already, but he thought maybe pushing it into more of a back-and-forth conversation might pull Elliot out of his shell.

      Brianna finally joined in. “We had the pleasure of meeting one another during college,” she said. “Both of us lived on the same dorm wing.”

      Theo barked a quick laugh. “Brianna LaFontaine living in the dorms. I didn't believe it back then, and I still have my doubts.”

      “Of course, I did,” Brianna said with a bashful little smile. “I loved it. It was a nice change.”

      “From champagne and caviar,” Theo said. “And designer sheets and private bathrooms and a closet that could house a family of six.”

      “Hush, you!” She laughed. “And I still kept the designer sheets. It should go without saying that my roommate was able to benefit from some sense of luxury while I lived there.”

      “Flat screen television, maybe some maid service,” Theo said. “How the hell did a dorm-room closet fit all of your clothes?”

      Brianna leaned back and drummed fingernails on the tabletop. “I had to pick and choose what I brought with me.”

      Theo snorted. “That must have been hard for you,” he said. “A limited number of shoes and only a designer dress or two.”

      “It was tragic,” Brianna said, but she was still smiling. “I drove home at least twice a week to pick something else out of my old closet.”

      They laughed.

      And, Theo noted, Elliot was laughing too. He turned to Elliot. “And how did she rope you in?”

      Some ice was broken. Elliot said, “We were in the same freshman computer course, and she sat by me.”

      Brianna held her wine glass. “I’d seen him around on our hall. A familiar face is better than sitting alone.” She sipped. “Besides, I needed help with just about everything.”

      “Right. Whatever. All we did the whole time was talk about how boring and fundamental that class was.” Elliot grinned.

      “Seriously. Our professor was probably more familiar with a computer that required a punch card and filled an entire floor of an office building.” Brianna sighed out a giggle as she turned her wine glass between her fingers on the table. “But it was nice to talk to someone who knew what I was talking about. That’s how we became such fast friends.”

      “An unlikely friendship,” Elliot said.

      “Not that unlikely.” Brianna reached out and tapped Elliot on his forearm. “I knew from the moment I saw you that we would probably get along.”

      Theo saw the redness rise to Elliot’s cheeks again, and he gathered Elliot wasn’t one for taking compliments. But it made Theo smile. He leaned closer to Elliot. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re very cute when you blush?”

      Elliot stared at him, nearly stunned. “Um, no.”

      “It’s true,” Theo said.

      After another quick drink of his beer, Elliot turned to Theo. “Then, theoretically, as much as I blush, I should get hit on a lot more often.”

      “Yes,” Theo said. “You should be hit on a lot.” He was satisfied with himself. By that point, it seemed he was reeling Elliot in and closing this deal. If he could get Elliot to the door, he figured it should be smooth sailing. An easy $5,000.

      Elliot’s face seemed to be a permanent shade of red, but this time he continued to smile instead of displaying abject fear. Yet after a long moment, he stared at Theo with a puzzled expression, almost as if he was trying to make out if Theo was lying to him or not. The Adam’s apple at Elliot’s throat worked up and down. He squint and the question seemed to speak from his features. “Are you…?”

      “Yes,” Theo said before he could finish. “If you’re asking if I’m hitting on you, then the answer is yes.” Bingo!

      Elliot shook his head and leaned back from Theo in such a way that made Theo wonder if he had somehow suddenly failed to pull it off. “Why?” Elliot asked finally.

      “That’s the second time you asked that,” Theo said. “The answer is an easy one: I think you’re an attractive guy.”

      Again, Elliot’s head shook, a disbelieving grin on his face. “No one has ever said that to me.”

      “Then they were probably too embarrassed to approach a guy that looked like you.” Theo leaned toward Elliot, and he made direct eye contact. He could see that it was working, that it was sinking in. He was succeeding.

      “Well,” Brianna said. “I think that’s my cue to find my own gentleman to stare longingly into my eyes.”

      Elliot’s eyes widened, and it was back, that scared-animal expression. “Where are you going?”

      “To leave you two alone,” she said. She gave Elliot a wink. Then she nodded almost imperceptibly to Theo.

      “You don’t have to go,” Elliot said. Panic entered his voice.

      “Relax,” Brianna said. She stood up. “Go. Have some fun.” She touched Theo on the shoulder. “And take care of my boy,” she said.

      Theo turned back to Elliot, and he touched Elliot’s hand. “I think that won’t be a problem.”

      She trailed past with a finger running along the Theo’s broad back. “Oh, and don’t bother with the tab,” she said. “Tonight’s on me.”

      Elliot scarcely met Theo’s eyes when they were finally alone at the table. He continued to turn his glass of beer on the table, and he made an effort to look everywhere else but directly at Theo.

      “What’s wrong?” Theo asked him finally.

      “What?” Elliot finally turned and met Theo’s gaze. “Nothing.”

      “You don’t have to be nervous with me,” Theo said.

      Elliot clearly didn't agree with that statement, because he downed the rest of his beer.

      Theo did the same, but with more measured drinks. “Why don’t we get out of here?” Theo said when he put his empty glass down on the table.

      “What do you mean?” Elliot had that scared-puppy look again.

      Theo laughed. “I mean exactly what I said. Let’s go somewhere where you might be more comfortable.”

      Elliot’s eyes narrowed. “In case you hadn’t figured it out, I don’t feel comfortable in a lot of places.”

      “Where do you feel most comfortable?”

      “At home,” Elliot said.

      Theo shrugged. “Okay. Let’s go there.”

      Elliot studied Theo for a long moment. At least he was looking at him for an extended period, finally. “You want to go back to my apartment.” It was said in a way to suggest he didn't really believe him.

      “I do.” He stood up. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      Elliot still wasn’t quite sure, judging by how he remained seated, staring at Theo like he just suggested they run naked through the streets. So Theo held out his hand.

      “Come on,” he said again. He smiled, a smile that he was sure was a mix of come-hither and trust-me.

      After seconds that stretched nearly into discomfort, Elliot reached up and allowed Theo to lead him away from the table and toward the door.

      And from here, the rest was easy, Theo thought. He was already planning how he would decorate his new apartment once he moved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

        Theo

      

    

    
      The night was a pleasant surprise as they walked out of the bar onto the Chicago street. Warm and a lake breeze that blew aside the usual thick odors of exhaust and baking sidewalk pavement that mixed with the press of urban bodies. A newspaper pressed by the wind around a lamp post waved at them as they passed.

      The evening was in full court by now, and the street had taken on the customary orange cast of the sodium-vapor lights up above. Honking cars and the rumble of buses deafened at first and caused Theo to lean in to Elliot as they walked as if he expected there to be conversation. But Elliot seemed in a daze, almost of shock, and he kept his focus forward. The sidewalk choked with people rushing along the street to dinner plans. Others were just getting to the bar they were leaving. They walked together in twos and threes, sometimes in even larger groups of loud talk and laughter while they hurried on, walking the wide sidewalk, hailing cabs and waiting at the crossing light.

      He was no longer holding Elliot’s hand. The mere act of them holding hands seemed to only make Elliot more nervous, so Theo decided it was best to walk close to him. Rub elbows against him every once in a while. He decided against a brush of his hand on Elliot’s ass. If holding hands was troublesome for Elliot, an ass grab could prove traumatic.

      “So you’re into computers,” Theo said.

      Elliot looked at him for a long moment, but then he took a deep breath. “Yeah. I work in IT.” Then he blushed again. “But I already told you that, didn’t I?”

      Theo smiled. “It’s cool.” Theo touched his elbow to Elliot’s. “We’re making conversation. In case you hadn’t figured it out, that’s how we get to know one another.”

      “I know that,” Elliot said. His brow furrowed, swept with a momentary flash of anger.

      “I was just trying to make light of the situation,” Theo said. “As you get to know me, you’ll find that I do that a lot.” He watched Elliot as they walked. “Look, I get nervous too, you know. I make stupid jokes when I get nervous.”

      “Are you nervous now?”

      Theo brushed Elliot’s arm again. “Kinda, I must admit.”

      “What do you have to be nervous about?”

      They stopped at the corner. They were on LaSalle and Randolph. “I am about to go to some guy’s apartment I just met. An attractive guy at that.”

      Elliot rolled his eyes, and his cheeks flushed red again. “Whatever.”

      “And tonight represents me getting back on the horse again,” Theo said.

      “How so?” Elliot stared at him as they walked.

      “I’m just getting out of a bad relationship.” A couple, a man and a woman, passed by them, arm in arm and clearly in love. Way to rub it in.

      “Wow,” Elliot said. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. He’s a lawyer. The guy’s an asshole. It only took me two years to see it.” Theo shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans. What was one of the first rules of meeting new guys? Don’t talk about failed relationships. Yet here he was.

      “Two years,” Elliot said. “That’s a long one.”

      “Blind years,” Theo said. “I’ll be better off once I move.”

      “You still live with him?”

      “For now. Until next Wednesday.” Theo blew out a breath. “Can’t come fast enough.”

      Elliot nodded.

      They walked in silence for a bit until Theo bumped over into Elliot’s shoulder as they walked. “Anyway, you sell yourself short,” he said to change the subject.

      “What does that mean?” Elliot grinned with a creased brow.

      “I mean, you do this whole geek-chic thing pretty well.” Theo watched Elliot bow his head. He didn’t make eye contact, but this time he kept a small, awkward smile on his face.

      “This can’t be happening,” Elliot said.

      A finger of fear poked at Theo as he turned to Elliot. “What can’t?”

      “This.” Elliot pointed between the both of them. “What I mean is, this doesn’t happen to guys like me.”

      Theo sighed. He put an arm around Elliot. “Oh, Elliot. You know what? I will see you take a compliment and not blush before this night is through.” The light changed, and they crossed the street. As they walked, Elliot grew more tense. Theo could feel it beneath his arm. But he didn’t let go. He kept his arm over Elliot’s shoulders as Elliot turned them down Randolph Street, heading toward Lake Michigan and, Theo assumed, the El stop.

      As they walked, people eyed them. It didn’t bother him. People stared at him all the time when he was at work and flaunting himself shirtless to strangers outside the store. But Elliot obviously wasn’t used to it. As Theo kept his arm in place, Elliot closed up with his hands shoved in his pockets and his head down. The leather messenger bag Elliot carried swayed back and forth as they walked.

      “You okay?” Theo asked Elliot.

      Elliot snapped a glance up at Theo. “Yeah. I’m fine. I’m good.” He swallowed as he walked. “I mean, I don’t usually do this kind of thing.”

      “It’s okay,” Theo said. “I don't usually pick cute guys up in bars either.”

      “I mean this.” He motioned with his hands to indicate the both of them. “Walking down the street with a guy and his arm around me.” He glanced at people walking past.

      Theo took his arm down from around Elliot’s shoulders. Shit. “Sorry,” he said.

      A small smile crept onto Elliot’s lips as he glanced over at Theo. “It’s okay.”

      Elliot walked in silence a few feet. He looked like he tried to control his breathing, deep breaths in and long breaths out. Theo thought he still might bolt at any minute.

      As they walked, Theo’s phone chirped, and he pulled it out to check it, sliding open the home screen. It was a message from Reid, an email detailing the things in the apartment that were his and what Theo could take. Asshole.

      “We have the same phone,” Elliot said. He pulled out his and showed it to Theo as they walked. It was the same model and same color.

      Theo leaned closer to Elliot. “I guess I have good taste,” he said, and Elliot’s eyes widened as they met Theo’s, and he turned his face away. “What? Is it me?” Theo asked. “Do I make you nervous?”

      For a moment, Elliot didn’t seem able to say anything. Then he turned to examine Theo. “Yeah. Of course you do.”

      Theo scrunched up his face with a stupid, confused smile. “Why?”

      “Look at you.”

      Theo held his hands out to either side as they walked. “Yeah, so.”

      Again, the embarrassment flared on Elliot’s face. He swallowed and took deep breaths. But they reached the stairs of the Randolph and Wabash El station, and Elliot started up them. Theo fished out his transit card and Elliot did the same. The narrow stairwell forced them to walk in single file for the trip up the stairs, Theo behind Elliot. He was at eye level with Elliot’s ass for a good way up, and it wasn’t a bad sight. Not bad at all. The pants that Elliot wore fit him well. He had a nice, tight ass.

      When they reached the top of the stairs and onto the platform, the Brown Line train was already in the station. They both had to run to make it onto a car just as the doors dinged closed. Elliot stood, even though there was plenty of seating in the mostly empty car. He pushed into the corner of the closed doors across from where they entered the train, and he leaned against the partition. Theo took his place facing him. They stared at one another as the train pulled out of the station, and Theo hooked his arm into the metal railing to keep from falling.

      “You were saying?” Theo said. Elliot acted caught at first, and Theo kept eye contact. When Elliot tried to turn away, Theo followed him, moving into his field of view, and a hint of smile broke out onto Elliot’s lips. When he turned his head so he was facing the glass partition and looking at the scant number of passengers seated deeper in the train car, Theo couldn’t follow, but he reached up and put a finger on Elliot’s chin to turn his head so they could maintain eye contact. “I’m waiting.”

      A wider smile overtook Elliot’s face. A smile that he still wasn’t quite willing to let loose, so it twisted his mouth in a weird shape until he gave in and his teeth showed. “You’re gorgeous, that’s why,” Elliot said.

      Theo maintained his eye contact with a playful yet charged stare. He said nothing in return.

      Elliot shrugged like Theo should be able to catch on and understand what he was saying, but Theo didn’t give in.

      “I’ve never been with a guy like you,” Elliot continued. Elliot’s gaze traveled down the front of Theo’s body. “I’m not even sure I know what to do with a guy like you.”

      “But isn’t that what this is all about?” Theo leaned in closer. Elliot could go no further. The side of the train prevented him from moving away. When the train reached a curve in the track, Theo pretended the momentum jostled him forward until they were inches apart from one another. He put his hands on Elliot’s waist, and Elliot’s breathing was short and nervous.

      “You smell good,” Elliot said in a whisper. He swallowed, and Theo liked the way his throat moved when he swallowed.

      “See? This isn't so hard, is it?” Theo took a chance then. He reached down and brushed his hand up against Elliot’s crotch, and Elliot’s eyes widened. “Well, maybe it is a little hard.”

      Elliot tried to move, tried to turn his hips. He looked wild eyed at the other people in the car.

      “Don’t worry about them,” Theo said. He spoke in a soft voice. They were close enough to hear even over the clatter of the train on the elevated track. Darkened office windows and an apartment building slid by the window outside. “It’s just you and me,” Theo said. “You don’t have to worry about a thing. Tonight is about you.”

      Still squirming, Elliot looked right into Theo’s eyes. “This is happening,” he said. He said it like he still didn’t quite believe it.

      “You better believe it’s happening,” Theo said. He hovered close to Elliot until the train pulled into the next stop. More people got onto the train, so Theo took a step back. He reached out and touched Elliot’s hand, though, and he hooked his pinkie finger into Elliot’s. “It’s happening,” he said again, and he bit his bottom lip as the train pulled away.

      [image: ]

      They ended up at a high-rise apartment building in Old Town. Elliot unlocked the door to his apartment, and he went inside, leaving Theo to follow in behind him. The light came on to reveal a clean place. It wasn’t overly decorated. Plain furniture, for the most part. IKEA bookshelves and a functional living room set. There wasn’t much out of place. It almost didn't appear lived in. It had a showroom quality like a display floor set or something.

      Theo stood quietly while Elliot moved around the room as if he wasn’t sure what to do with himself. At first, Elliot started like he wanted to walk into the kitchen area visible from the living room, but then he stopped and turned suddenly around to hang the messenger bag from a hook attached to the wall. From there, he appeared lost as he stopped to stand in the center of the room, still holding his keys in his hand, fingers pressed white, like they were a kind of lifesaver. He stared at Theo again with a disbelieving expression, as if he thought he would disappear and it would all be a dream.

      Theo walked to the window in the living room. Approaching Elliot now, he sensed, would be a disaster. The tension in the poor guy’s shoulders—Theo worried he would completely uncoil and break if he pushed it. Instead, he looked out the window.

      They were seven floors up. The lit streets laid out below. Not a view of the lake, as far as Theo could tell, nor could he see downtown from any of the windows in the living room, but there were still the twinkling lights westward toward the suburbs and the landing lights of planes moving like impossible fireflies into distant O’Hare Airport. When Theo found the quaint garden apartment in a Bucktown brownstone he was about to move into, he believed it meant he was doing good for himself. But Elliot’s apartment had to cost twice as much, maybe more.

      “Nice place,” Theo said. He turned to Elliot.

      “Thanks,” Elliot said. He glanced around the place like he was seeing it for the first time. “I got it after I moved out of my old place.” Elliot was sweating again. Beads gathered on his forehead, and he took shallow breaths. He rolled his eyes when he realized what he said, and his lips moved like cursing himself out.

      Theo only smiled. “Do you live here by yourself?”

      “Yeah. I don’t think I would do well with a roommate.”

      As he glanced back around the apartment, Theo nodded. “Nice,” he said again. He had to admit a little jealousy. Here he was, unable to afford even the security deposit on a new place, and Elliot, who was, what did Brianna say? Only a year older than him? And he could afford a place like this all on his own.

      Theo stuffed his hands in his pockets. This was supposed to be a night for him to make Elliot feel good, yet Elliot, even with being as shy as he was, was somehow making it. He was successful. He was doing better than Theo ever believed he could himself.

      With a sigh, he turned back to Elliot, who stood stock still in the middle of his living room as if he was afraid to move too fast. Theo stepped forward to him, and he took his hand still gripping the keys.

      “Let’s relax for a bit,” Theo said. He pried the keys from Elliot’s fingers, the warmth of the keys from his hand still in the metal. He put them on the corner of the coffee table. “Take your jacket off, and we’ll have a seat on the sofa. That sound good?”

      When Elliot smiled a little, Theo reached up to him and helped him to shrug out of his suit jacket, and he put it over the back of an armchair. Little rings of sweat had formed at Elliot’s armpits that left dark circles on his dress shirt.

      He moved Elliot to sit down on the sofa, and Theo sat down next to him. The space between them was quiet and thick, and then Elliot’s eyes widened. “Oh God,” he said. It caused Theo to jump, and Elliot stood up again. “I should offer you something. A drink. Um, I think I have some soda. I can make tea. Or maybe some water.”

      Theo reached up and took Elliot’s hand again. “I’m good. Unless you need something.”

      Elliot swallowed hard. “I could really use some water.”

      “Okay.” Theo stood up with him. “That sounds good.” He followed Elliot to the kitchen, which was open to the living room, divided only by a breakfast bar with a white quartz countertop and an island with the sink. Like the living room, it was sparsely decorated. Tasteful and clean. Kitchen gadgets were on the counter. A mixer and a toaster, a one-cup coffee maker. The counters gleamed.

      Elliot pulled down two glasses from the cabinet and filled them with ice from the dispenser on the refrigerator door. When he did, he glanced back over at Theo, almost as if checking to make sure he was doing it right. After filling the first glass, he guzzled a long drink from it, the ice tinkling, then he refilled. Then he put water into the second glass and carried it over to Theo. “Just in case,” he said.

      “Thanks.” Theo smiled, and he took a drink of his water.

      “Do I, um…” Elliot looked around his kitchen as if searching for something. “Do we need anything for this?”

      Theo laughed. “Like what were you thinking?” The laugh, he thought, should have lightened the mood a bit, but it only made Elliot appear more worried as he stared at Theo like he’d committed some terrible wrong.

      “I’m sorry,” Elliot said. He turned away. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m not making fun of you,” Theo said. He put his glass on the counter. “I only thought it was funny.” He reached out and put a hand on Elliot’s face.

      Elliot froze, the weight of his tension rooting him in place. “I-I’ve never done this before.”

      “We’ve covered that already on the way over here from the bar.” Theo was speaking softly to him like he might speak to an animal caught in a corner.

      “No, I mean,” Elliot swallowed. He looked to the floor. “You know, sex.”

      Theo’s eyebrows lifted in mock surprise. This he already knew too, but he couldn’t let on to Elliot that he knew. And it was painfully obvious anyway. Just when Theo thought he was gaining ground and Elliot was opening up, something would happen to force him to shut down again. Was this going to be as easy as he thought? Theo had never considered that Elliot might be too freaked out by everything to actually let him get it on with him.

      “Elliot, hon. You just need to relax.” He moved his hands to Elliot’s shoulders and gave them a gentle massage. “Just take it easy. We don’t have to rush into anything until you’re ready. We’ll go nice and slow.” Theo stood close to Elliot. He caught the clean scent of soap, this time mixed with a tinge of his stress sweat, a little bit of acrid bite beneath the bathed and pure odor that Theo had to admit he found kind of sexy.

      Elliot held the glass of water between them, and Theo took the glass out of his hand and put it on the counter next to his. He embraced Elliot and enfolded him in his arms.

      “There,” Theo said. He pushed his face into Elliot’s neck and nuzzled his cheek next to his ear. “Is this so bad?”

      A heartbeat thudded against Theo’s chest. Elliot’s hands were still at his side. His breath was short and ragged against Theo’s neck.

      When Theo pushed his cock up against Elliot’s, he felt a stiff pushback there. At least there was that. Nerves couldn't keep down a natural physiological response.

      “This is good, right?” Theo whispered. He pushed again, and Elliot shuddered. “Do you want me to keep going?”

      “Yes,” came Elliot’s hoarse whisper.

      Theo grinned, and he reached his hands down to cup Elliot’s ass. Elliot gasped. Theo lifted him up, moved to an empty part of the counter and sat Elliot on it. Then Theo stepped back and unbuttoned the first few buttons of his shirt. As he did, he watched Elliot’s flushed face, saw the bulge in Elliot’s pants as his cock tried to push its way out. But it was too soon for that. Instead, Theo opened his shirt and pulled it off, then tossed it to the side.

      “You like this?” Theo ran a hand over his solid abs and down to the front of his jeans.

      Elliot’s mouth was slack, but he nodded.

      Theo bit his bottom lip. “You want to see a little more?”

      Elliot seemed to have lost all ability to form words, so he nodded again.

      Theo worked his belt loose. He took a moment to kick off his shoes and he used a hand on Elliot’s knee to steady himself as he pulled off his socks. He undid the front of his pants, and he pulled down the zipper. He made sure to wear sexy underwear tonight, the type that showed everything and still kept something of himself hidden. They were underwear that made the bulge of his cock all the more pronounced, kept in place by a thick waistband and a tiny triangle of fabric and nothing else. He let his jeans drop to the floor and then kicked those to the side too.

      “Come here,” Theo said.

      Elliot didn’t move, so Theo moved in toward Elliot, and he took his hand.

      “This is your first time,” Theo said.

      Elliot tried to respond like he wanted to defend himself, his mouth opening and closing, but Theo put a finger up on his lips.

      “It’s okay,” Theo said. “Everybody’s got to start somewhere.” He took Elliot’s hand and placed it on his chest. “So let’s make it special for you. I’m yours tonight. My body is your body.” He guided Elliot’s hand to the nipple, and he used Elliot’s finger to trace the circle of it. “Let’s just have some fun, deal?”

      Elliot was beyond responding. He watched what his hand was doing, how Theo guided his hand over his chest. “This is what you want, right? Maybe you’ve watched some porn. You’ve looked at guys on the street and wondered what they might look like naked.” Theo took Elliot’s other hand in his and guided it to his chest. “This is your chance to feel everything you ever dreamed of feeling.”

      When Theo let go of Elliot’s hands, they remained on his chest and circling his nipples with the pad of his thumb. Theo placed his own hands on Elliot’s waist. He didn’t move them, not too quickly. He worried that it might scare him. But, like Elliot, he was hard too, his cock pushing against the scant fabric of his underwear. It was something primal. Elliot was fearful and Theo dominant—it spoke to an instinctual part of his brain and taunted his libido. But Theo wanted to take his time. He was there to make this fun for Elliot.

      So I can get paid, he reminded himself. Getting paid is what this is all about.

      Theo looked up at Elliot still sitting on the counter. Elliot’s face was pale. He had a thin sheen of sweat on his forehead. “So what do you want to do?” Theo asked him.

      “Everything,” Elliot managed in a husky whisper.

      Theo slid his hands up Elliot’s sides, and he worked at the sides of his shirt to pull it free from the waistband of his pants. “Good,” he whispered.

      Elliot gulped like he was trying to work down a hard knot of spit caught in his throat. Time stretched and slowed between them.

      Then Elliot leaned over to kitchen sink to vomit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

        Elliot

      

    

    
      Elliot kept his head down in the sink. He jumped down off the counter when the second wave of heaving began, and he let loose another bout that sent the odor of beer and bile throughout the kitchen. He was vaguely aware of Theo standing behind him, rubbing his back, Theo’s naked torso and revealing underwear visible in his field of view as he leaned over the sink with his forehead resting on his forearm.

      Theo cleared his throat. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Elliot said. He reached up and turned on the water to clean out the throw-up. Lucky for him, he puked into the side with the garbage disposal.

      “Are you sure?” Theo said.

      “Yes,” he answered a little too quickly, perhaps too sharp. He didn’t stand up. He splashed some of the water onto his face. Hunched over, he didn’t have to meet Theo’s eyes, to see the judgment he was sure had to be written on Theo’s beautiful face. This wasn’t throwing up due to being drunk. He’d only had one drink at the bar. This was his nerves. It wasn’t the first time he got so nervous that he puked. Speeches in college and even his own high school graduation when he was supposed to stand at a podium in front of hundreds of people and talk about good things for the bright futures of he and his classmates. He got so sick they had to skip his speech and move on to the next. Why should tonight be any different than those times?

      But right now the timing sucked even worse. The mood was dead. This was something that, he was sure, only came once in a lifetime, which turned into a self-fulfilling prophecy for a night that was never meant to be.

      “I understand if you don’t want to stay,” Elliot said.

      “What?” Theo’s face moved into view as he leaned closer to the counter. His hands were on his knees as he bent over to peer at Elliot. “I’m not going anywhere.” He appeared to consider it, however. “I mean, unless you want me to.”

      “No,” Elliot said, quickly.

      “Okay,” he said with a nod. “That’s settled. I’m not leaving.”

      Elliot looked over at Theo, and he stood up. He had to catch his breath. A man who looked like Theo was standing so close to him and wearing next to nothing.

      “Do you want me to get dressed?” Theo asked.

      Elliot let his gaze travel down the length of Theo’s body, head to toe. He crossed his arms. “Would it be weird if I said no?” At least throwing up had the incongruous effect of calming his nerves to a degree.

      Theo laughed. He gave Elliot a little push on the shoulder. “No. It’s cool.”

      “Unless you want to get dressed.”

      “I told you. It’s fine. I’m here.” Theo held his hands out to his sides, his palms up as if to present himself. “I’m already naked. I like being naked.”

      Again, Elliot took another long visual trip down the length of Theo’s body. He did appear comfortable, more comfortable than Elliot ever felt about his own body. Theo wore his body well, easy in his own skin. He didn’t seem to have that need to hide himself like Elliot. Elliot was one who covered up even when he was alone and naked after a shower. Immediately, even still damp, he often pulled on a shirt that stuck to his skin, and he pulled on underwear beneath his towel. But Theo struck him as a man who paraded around his home free and open, stark and nude—and proud. He was someone who could fit in anywhere, a man always in control. And that probably had a lot to do with why, even after letting his nerves take over enough to make him sick, Elliot was reluctant to tell him to go.

      After a moment of quiet, Elliot pulled a paper towel down from the dispenser, and he ran it beneath the cool water of the faucet. He wiped his face. “It’s my nerves,” Elliot said. “Sometimes they get the better of me.” He took a drink from his water glass and swished it around in his mouth, and he spit into the sink to wash out the sour taste of his vomit.

      “Do you want to freshen up? Maybe brush your teeth?”

      “Does my breath stink?” Elliot covered his mouth with his fingers.

      “No. I wasn’t saying that.” Theo touched Elliot’s arm. “I just, well, after I puke, I usually feel the need to brush my teeth.”

      Elliot nodded. “Yeah, I could do that.” He pushed off from the counter. “Get comfortable, if you want.” But Elliot took in Theo’s near nudity again. “Or...yeah.”

      “Take care of yourself.” Theo gave Elliot a playful push. “I’ll be in the living room.”

      He left Theo and went into the bathroom to splash more water onto his face. He also brushed his teeth. In the mirror, he looked pale, more than normal. Probably from being sick. His eyes looked a little bloodshot too, and they itched, probably due to his allergies.

      Another wave of disbelief, and Elliot braced himself with his hands on the bathroom counter. What made a guy like Theo choose him?

      In his bedroom, he changed out of his work clothes. When he pulled out the usual clothes he wore in the evening, a pair of sweat pants and a t-shirt, he held them in his hands for a long time, standing in front of his dresser. Out in the living room was a man wearing only a hint of underwear, and here he was about to get dressed in the clothes he usually laid around in on a lazy Sunday. Was that weird?

      Everything about this night was weird. He looked down at himself, his thin chest compared to Theo’s, his waist that required him to sometimes cinch his belt tighter on pants that were already near the bottom of male waist-size selections, and his flaccid cock inside tighty-whitey briefs. This was what he offered a man like Theo.

      Yes, everything about tonight was weird. And he didn’t think he could be any more inadequate.

      In the end, he chose a pair of soft denim blue jeans and a t-shirt, the logo of a video game he was once a fan of way back during college. He wore thick, white socks on his feet.

      Down the short hallway in his apartment, he saw Theo’s bare feet propped up on his coffee table—even his feet were sexy—and they were attached to legs that Elliot was certain took years in a gym to sculpt. The bulge of Theo’s crotch was hidden by that oh-so-small triangle of fabric. His abs were foothills leading up to the cut mountains of his chest muscles. Theo’s beautiful face turned to him standing in the doorway.

      “You changed,” he said. “You feel better?”

      “Much,” Elliot lied. Inside, his heart still pounded. His cock inside his jeans was no longer as soft as before. He took quick and furtive steps to make his way to an armchair and sat down.

      “No,” Theo said.

      Elliot froze.

      Theo patted the couch next to him. “Sit here.”

      After consideration, Elliot finally moved over to the couch and sat down next to Theo. He was close to him, close enough for Theo’s heat to radiate out to his bare forearm, but he was careful not to actually touch him.

      The television was on. A baseball game.

      “Do you play?” Elliot asked. Theo looked the type to have played a lot of sports in his lifetime.

      “Yeah. I did. In high school.”

      “You don’t still?”

      “No. Now I just watch it like everybody else.” Theo moved his arm to stretch out along the back side of the couch, his arm behind Elliot. “How about you?” Theo asked. He turned to Elliot so that Elliot could see the oval of his finely sculpted face. “Did you play anything in high school?”

      “Do I look like I played any kind of sport in my life?” Elliot had never, to his memory, ever sat down to watch sports, either on television or in person. Sports was never something that he took a lot of interest in. He didn't even care for sports computer games.

      A hand touched Elliot’s shoulder. He tried not to tense, but it came involuntarily.

      “You could have,” Theo said. “You have the body of a runner. A track star. Thin and wiry.”

      “That’s just a lack of proper nutrition,” Elliot said.

      Theo chuckled.

      “The only thing I ever played was video games,” Elliot added.

      “Oh, that’s cool,” Theo said. Elliot could feel Theo’s thumb tracing along the ridge of his shoulder. “Like console games?

      “PC mostly. I’m a huge Beasts of War player,” Elliot said.

      “Oh, that MMO?”

      Elliot’s brow furrowed. “You know what an MMO is?”

      “A massively multiplayer online game. Of course I know what an MMO is.”

      “Wow.” A smile spread on Elliot’s lips. He even shifted on the couch so that he was facing Theo more, his knee lifted onto the cushion so that he was touching Theo’s bare leg. Only a little, but it was a big step to Elliot. “Have you played before?”

      “Not that game, but I have played plenty of games.”

      Elliot stared at Theo.

      “That surprises you?” Theo said with a lift of his eyebrow.

      “You don’t seem like somebody with a gaming habit.”

      Theo smiled. “What is it you think I do in my spare time?”

      “I don’t know. Lift a bunch of heavy weight? Run places? Play sports?”

      “That’s not all that I do, Elliot.”

      With a shrug, Elliot said, “I don’t know. I just thought,” he referred to Theo’s stretched out and powerfully sculpted body, “that this would take a lot of upkeep, you know?”

      “It takes some. I mean, I do go to the gym. I run almost every day, and I watch what I eat most of the time. That’s really all it is.”

      Elliot snickered. “Oh, that’s all it is, huh?”

      “Well, and genetics.”

      “You must be descended from Vikings.”

      It was Theo’s turn to laugh. “Oh, is that so? I should club you and take you to bed?”

      “That’s cave men,” Elliot said.

      “Is there a difference?” Theo squinted with an odd smile on his lips. Elliot couldn’t help but stare at him until Theo put his big hand on the top of Elliot’s head and ruffled his hair. “I’m only kidding,” he said with a laugh.

      Silence stretched between them, Theo moved his hand to the side of Elliot’s head and his fingers curled in his hair. They stared at one another until Elliot’s heartbeat, he was sure, could be heard over the announcer of the baseball game and the filtered-in sound of the crowd cheering for whatever team was playing. (The Cubs, maybe?) Elliot sat with his hands folded in his lap. There was a clear need to cover himself and the growing stiffness that he knew would be clearly visible even through blue jeans.

      With barely a warning, Theo leaned forward, and he kissed Elliot on the lips. It was a small kiss, a chaste kiss. He didn’t go any further, but he also didn’t pull back all the way.

      “Minty,” Theo said.

      “What?” Elliot tried to say. The blood rushed in his ears.

      “Your lips. Your toothpaste.”

      “Uh huh,” Elliot tried to say.

      Theo lifted a thumb to Elliot’s lips. He smiled, and he ran the pad of his thumb along Elliot’s bottom lip. “I have an idea,” Theo said.

      Elliot worried that his stomach might churn up a little more bile if this was to go any further.

      “Let’s play your game,” Theo said.

      That was… not what he expected. It was enough to almost make him forget to be nervous, and he laughed. “What?”

      “Let’s play your game. Beasts of War.”

      Elliot’s brow wrinkled. He pulled back to get a better look at Theo’s face, to better read it. “For real?”

      “Yeah, why not? I said this was your night. Let’s do something you’re comfortable doing. I like a good RPG game.” He put his palm on Elliot’s cheek. “And after, whatever happens, happens.”

      The grin on Elliot’s face widened. He stood up, and he offered his hand to Theo. “Then come with me to my lair,” Elliot said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

        Theo

      

    

    
      Compared to the rather vanilla decor of the out rooms, this room was an assault of colors. Not from anything on the walls, but from the posters on the wall and bookshelves filled with not only books but also action figures of all shapes and sizes, vintage toys still in their box, and a giant replica sword gleaming on a stand. The centerpiece of the room was the thing that Theo took a cautious step toward first.

      “Can I touch it?”

      Elliot grinned at him. “Of course.”

      A life-sized storm trooper from the movie Star Wars. It was made of clean, white hardened plastic, Theo assumed, and it even held a replica of a laser assault rifle from the movie. “How do you have this?” Theo said.

      This time, when Elliot crossed his arms, it didn’t have the effect of embarrassment. It was a sign of his pride as he leaned against the doorframe. “I looked for that for a long time. I won it in an auction.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Totally serious.”

      “Are you rich?” Theo reached up and poked a finger at the white hood of the storm trooper. “How much did this thing cost?”

      “Not as much as you might think. It’s a replica. But it’s still—”

      “Damn cool,” Theo finished for him.

      He took in the rest of the room. “I see where you spend most of your time,” Theo said.

      “Yeah.” Elliot moved from the doorframe and came into the office. “This is where I keep all the cool stuff. If the building caught fire, this is the first place I would run for stuff to rescue.”

      Theo laughed. The computer on the desk was amazing too. Three wide screens spread across the length of the desk. Clean and organized, but it was still a gaming superstation, complete with keyboard, mouse, and a variety of game controllers.

      “I play a lot of games,” Elliot said, almost as if apologizing.

      “It’s freaking awesome, bro.” And Theo meant it. “Probably the most advanced system I’ve seen. You sure you’re not landing the space shuttle in this room?”

      “Maybe one day,” Elliot said, grinning. “I don’t just play games here. I do some work too. And I program.”

      Theo quirked an eyebrow at Elliot.

      “Gaming,” Elliot said. “I want to make games one day. I figure I play them enough, it might be cool if someday I could get paid to make them.” He waved the comment away.

      “Have you made anything?”

      Elliot moved toward the computer desk. He flipped a switch, and all the monitors lit up. When he moved his mouse, the screens filled with a multi-screen image. “I have some code.” He sat in the chair, and he moved the mouse, opening programs and clicking on files. The screens responded as if at the command of a virtuoso. “Here,” Elliot said. He clicked a button on one of the windows he opened, and all three screens changed to show a game character falling down a flight of stairs. “I’ve been experimenting with my own proprietary physics system.”

      The unfortunate character on the perpetual stairs of death moved through smoke, and the smoke reacted. Fire caused the armor that the character wore to bubble and warp.

      “Everything in this world acts like it should,” Elliot continued.

      The on-screen guy fell into water, and the water rippled outward. The guy’s body floated out, the water reacting with rings pushed by his body. Then the water overtook the dead character, and he sank.

      “It’s silly. It’s just a hobby right now.”

      “Are you kidding?” Theo kept watch on the guy on the screen. Particles floated through the water like in the real world. If he didn’t know any better, he would have guessed he was seeing something filmed. “You made this?”

      “Pretty much. I mean, it’s just math. I wrote the code to make it happen.”

      Theo laughed. “Math. I can barely add numbers. I have thirty-two credits left in my undergraduate degree, and most of it is math and science. The thought of taking those classes gives me hives.” Theo mocked a shudder through his body. “I have no mind for numbers. It all scares me.”

      “Math is easy,” Elliot said.

      Theo saw a second desk chair in the corner of the room, and he pulled it close to sit next to Elliot. “It’s not easy for me,” he said.

      He caught Elliot looking at him. “I can help you. If you want, that is.”

      “My tutor?” Theo smiled.

      “Yeah.”

      “Cool,” is all Theo said. He doubted this would happen. People made those promises a lot in his experience. Rarely did they follow through on them. “So this game, Beasts of War, break me in.”

      “Yeah,” Elliot said. “I have a laptop that can run the game.”

      It turned out that Elliot had a second account on the game too. To Theo’s surprise, the game wasn’t all that bad. He was bad at the game, but the game itself was fun. He wasn’t lying when he said he liked to play RPGs. Maybe he wasn’t as gung-ho about them as Elliot, but he still had experience in plenty of games that were similar. They had the same basic sort of maneuvers, so he picked up things like character movement pretty quick. It was the timing that made him bad.

      “Son of a bitch,” Theo said to the computer screen.

      Theo was playing a priest character, a character meant to heal and deal some kind of damage he hadn’t quite mastered yet. And he hadn’t even really figured out the healing part yet either. His face was inches from the screen as he studied a bunch of green bars that fluctuated up and down as characters in this game took damage, and it was his job to try to get their green bars back to full again by casting his healing spells.

      So far, he let four people die. He couldn’t quite get to the buttons on the screen for his healing spells fast enough.

      “What the hell?” A male voice came over the speakers. Both he and Elliot wore headsets that made them look like they were battle commanders for a kind of drone war. Beasts of War was a game played with other people, and they joined with a group of other gamers from all over the country to take down a big, purple monster with tentacles that shot water out as some kind of mega damaging spell. It was that water spell that caused Theo’s forehead to break out in a sweat while he pounded the keyboard and mouse buttons.

      “It’s just freaking water,” Theo shouted back. “Why’s it hurt people so goddamn much?”

      Elliot laughed at him, but people died on Theo’s screen. Theo wasn’t laughing. In fact, they were dying in large numbers now. A disaster, that’s what it was. He started to regret even suggesting it because clearly he was not very good at this game.

      But Elliot was something else. He spoke into the microphone attached to his headset. “Everybody pull your heads out of your asses and come back. Let’s set up and do it again.” Elliot was the leader of this group.

      “It’s that healer,” a guy said over the speakers.

      “Shut up, Hoffman,” Elliot said. “He’s new.”

      Theo leaned back in his chair. Their chairs were side by side, so he was almost touching his shoulder to Elliot’s shoulder. “Sorry I’m not doing that great.”

      Elliot smiled over his shoulder at him. “You’re doing fine. Hoffman’s just an asshole.” Into his microphone, Elliot spoke again: “Okay, let’s do this again, people. Let’s not fuck it up.” He barked out instructions like a drill sergeant to everyone on the screen about where they should be, and he went over the techniques for fighting this big boss monster once again.

      Theo watched Elliot. He should have been looking at his screen and moving his priest character into place, but he couldn’t stop watching Elliot more. When Elliot finished speaking, Theo covered his microphone with his hand. “Who are you?” he said.

      Elliot glanced over his shoulder as if unsure who Theo was talking to. “Me? I’m the rogue character.” He pointed to his own computer screen.

      “No,” Theo said. He was grinning. “I mean, you’re not the same person who wasted a perfectly good beer by puking down his kitchen sink.”

      Elliot laughed. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean you’re in charge.”

      “I have to be.” Elliot shot Theo an expression as if that was clearly self-evident. Then he turned back to his screen.

      But Theo leaned close to Elliot’s ear. “I like this side of you,” he whispered.

      Elliot scrunched up his neck and looked back at Theo. He was smiling.

      “Theo. Heal!” Elliot said into his computer screen. “Heal!”

      Theo turned back to his screen, and he looked at the health monitors laid out on his screen. Right. He clicked on the one that was getting dangerously low to get his priest character to cast a healing spell. The health bar, when his on-screen character finished with the spell, only went up by a small amount. “Shit,” Theo said. “Sorry. Sorry,” he said into the microphone. He clicked the healing spell again. And again.

      And again.

      Then he couldn’t cast anymore. His buttons grayed out and were not clickable.

      “Um,” Theo said into his headset. “I’m stuck.”

      “You’re out of mana, douche bag,” someone said over the speakers, a girl this time. “It’s your blue bar, noob.”

      She was brutal. But Theo found it. The blue bar. And, she was right. It showed almost nothing, and it built up far too slowly for Theo’s liking.

      On the screen, the character that Theo was trying so hard to save blanked out. Dead. Then another. And another. And then the big tentacled monster came toward Theo’s character, and he tried to run his character to a place of safety.

      “Just die, dick wad,” someone else said over the speakers.

      “God!” That was Hoffman. Theo was recognized his voice by now. “Who the fuck is that healer?” he said over the speakers.

      “Sorry,” Theo said again. On the screen, the big monster lashed out with a tentacle and, in a flash of red, Theo’s screen dimmed.

      Elliot sat next to him, and he glanced over at Theo. The conversation on the speakers filled with hate for the failures of Theo’s character. But Elliot grinned at him.

      “Sorry,” Theo said again, this time to Elliot.

      “It’s cool,” Elliot said. Then, into the microphone: “Everybody quit your bitching and get back to your corpses. Let’s go again.”

      Someone continued to speak.

      Elliot cut him off. “I said shut up! Reset and let’s go!”

      Theo focused on Elliot for a second time as if he had somehow been replaced with a doppelgänger.

      “You really are a natural,” Theo said.

      It took Elliot a moment to realize that Theo was talking to him. Elliot turned to Theo. “What?”

      “Leading. You got this down.” Theo reached over gave Elliot’s arm a light, playful punch. “You’re a natural.”

      Elliot shrugged. “Yeah, I guess so. I mean, it’s a game.” He blushed also, which Theo had to admit was growing on him. Most cases, a shy guy was somebody he would ignore. Shy was kind of a turnoff, he always thought. But Elliot was making him reconsider that. He was cute about it. Especially now when his cheeks turned red, and he smiled a goofy grin that lit up his face and bit his bottom lip.

      “Are you coming back?” Elliot asked him after a stretch of time. There was a sense of urgency in his voice.

      It took Theo a second to realize that he meant in the game. He turned back to the laptop screen and clicked the button to release his character’s spirit so he could run back. “Yeah. Sorry.” He glanced back to Elliot. “I was too busy checking out my boss in this game,” he said. He caught Elliot smiling as he took note of his own computer screen.

      When they set up again, Hoffman said, “We need to find a replacement for that faggot healer.”

      Theo’s head snapped back to the screen. He reached over to his keyboard and punched his speak button. “Who the fuck was that?”

      “Who what?” someone responded.

      “Who called me a faggot?”

      “Theo, it’s okay,” Elliot said from beside him.

      “No, Elliot, it’s not.” Theo pressed the button again. “Listen here, motherfucker. You’re real tough when you got a computer screen a bunch of miles between me and you, aren’t ya?”

      “Oooh,” came the chorus of responses. “Internet tough.”

      Theo clenched his teeth. “Yeah, okay, you pencil-dick freak. Just know that I’d happily knock the shit out of whoever you are, and I won’t even break a sweat.”

      They laughed at him over the speakers. It only pissed him off even more.

      “Everybody shut up!” Elliot raised his voice. It even caught Theo off guard, and he realized he was talking into the headset again.

      And people listened.

      Elliot continued: “Hoffman, I’m about two seconds from kicking your ass out of this group if you don’t knock it off. Katina, you too! Now everybody get into your spots, get your shit together, and the next person who says a word and calls my friend a name, you’re out of here. Got it?”

      After it was clear nobody would talk back and there was complete radio silence, Theo leaned over to Elliot. “You’re making me hard, Elliot,” he whispered.

      There was laughter over the speakers. Theo realized he still had his hand on the push-to-talk button.

      And now it was his turn to feel red faced. Elliot blushed too, but he was also laughing.

      The group got under control, and it took two more tries until Theo figured out how to balance his character’s healing power with his resources. One more attempt after that, and they killed the monster. The reward was a bunch of stuff that Theo had no real idea what it meant. They were good items, he guessed, as there was plenty of squabbling over who got what. Theo just listened and played along.

      When they finished, Theo turned his chair to face Elliot, and he leaned back. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Sure,” Elliot said. He sat back in his computer chair with his hands on his stomach.

      “Why is it you’re able to talk down people in a game, but you can’t do it in person?” Theo leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. He wanted to see again into Elliot’s soft, brown eyes that reminded him of milk chocolate flecked with green like pistachios and even hints of amber.

      Elliot huffed a small snicker. “Because I don’t look like you,” he said.

      Theo’s brow furrowed. “You keep saying that. What does that mean?”

      “It means—well, I mean, look at you. You’re on a whole other level from me. I’m a geek who feels nauseous anytime someone puts me on the spot. You can walk into a bar full of people, and half the people in there turn to check you out.”

      Theo leaned back. He rolled his eyes. “It’s not like that.”

      “Yes, it is,” Elliot said. Now it was his turn to lean forward. “That’s how it was when I saw you tonight. I wasn’t the only one who saw you walk into that place. You had three girls line up to give you the once over as you walked past, and even more followed your every move through the bar.”

      Theo shrugged. “I guess I didn’t notice.”

      “What do you mean you didn’t notice?” Elliot was smiling. “Are you telling me you don’t know that you look good?”

      “I know how I look.” A sheepish grin spread on Theo’s lips. “I know that I get checked out. I have self-confidence. But I guess that’s how it’s always been.”

      “For you. Not for me.”

      Theo leaned forward again, this time to look Elliot in the eye. “But it could be,” he said.

      Elliot shook his head, and he started to pull away, but Theo reached out and grabbed his wrist.

      “I mean it. You’re not a bad-looking guy,” he said.

      “I don’t get people looking at me like they do you.”

      “I think you do. You just don’t see it because you’re not used to letting yourself notice.” He kept Elliot’s wrist in his grip, and he moved his thumb along the back of Elliot’s hand. “I noticed.”

      Elliot blushed, but he smiled and tried to turn away.

      “You don’t have to look like me to be confident,” Theo said.

      “That’s easy for you to say.”

      “No. I mean it. You only have to look like yourself and believe in yourself. People see that.” Theo touched Elliot’s jaw and turned his face until he could see into his eyes again. Comfortable eyes, eyes that, if circumstances were different and this wasn’t a one-night deal, he could want to come home to. “Elliot, you can have anything you want if you’re willing to give up the belief that you can’t have it,” Theo said.

      Elliot’s eyes flashed a moment of understanding. This time, he wasn’t blushing. He wasn’t trying to pull away. “You should be some kind of motivational speaker,” Elliot said.

      Theo laughed now.

      And then Elliot reached over, and he put his hand on Theo’s thigh.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

        Elliot

      

    

    
      It started with Elliot finally getting the courage to touch Theo as he sat across from him, still in all his delicious, naked glory, and Elliot’s eyes moving down the length of Theo’s body as he sat in the chair. He focused in on the small bit of fabric hiding Theo’s penis from view, the swell of his balls, and the lanate plains of his thighs that Elliot now put both hands on, rubbing and kneading the flesh.

      Theo pushed his hips forward and spread his legs wider so Elliot could drop down to his knees in between them. Then Elliot turned his attention up Theo’s body to the landscape of his stomach built into his sculpted abs and all the peaks and valleys Elliot now ran his fingers over, one finger cresting to the top of an abdominal muscle then falling down into the heady in-between space.

      Elliot met Theo’s gaze. Hopeful. Coaxing. The heat he saw there was unmistakable. Somewhere in his mind, a voice kept the usual chorus to tell him this was not possible, this didn’t happen to him, but in that moment, Elliot was able to silence it. The moment won out. The very real sensation of the beautiful man spread out on the chair in front of him, the man who opened himself up so that Elliot took the given permission to touch and explore everywhere he desired.

      That permission brought him back to the small piece of cloth covering Theo’s dick. Elliot put his hand on it to experience in the palm of his hand the way it strained against the fabric. Theo took in a sharp breath of air, but he didn’t pull away. Elliot curled his fingers over the waistband of the underwear, and Theo lifted his hips as he pulled them down. Theo’s cock sprang free and thumped, hardening against his solid stomach. He stayed still as Elliot touched a finger to the top of Theo’s cock. It was soft and warm against his fingertips, and his breathing became more shallow.

      “How is it?” Theo asked.

      But Elliot was unable say anything. He curled his fingers around the shaft of Theo’s dick, and he savored the heft of it in his hand. He gave it a soft tug like he’d done with his own so often—when he’d convinced himself that touching himself was all there was and all there ever would be.

      But now it wasn’t.

      And this was an entirely new experience. He was feeling another man’s cock in his hand. Communing with the flesh of another man in all the heat, the sensation, the scents. It all became a bit of an overload. His mind had trouble parsing the assault of new information due to the way his blood to rush through his veins and into his brain. An endorphin high that made him a little dizzy and out of step with time. His mouth grew dry.

      As his hand moved, Theo moved his hips and thrust into the Elliot’s fist. Another man moving at his touch, enjoying his touch. This sense of being in control, the move of his hand in one direction brought a shudder, in another, Theo gasped and bit his lip, focused his now-intense blue eyes on everything that Elliot did to him. And that sent a thrill of unbridled excitement through Elliot’s whole body. This was a new kind of game, one that he had only heard about or seen on porn videos, but from which he was cut out. Until now. This was a game he had no intention of letting end.

      He moved his other hand to take in and caress the soft flesh of Theo’s balls. The hairs brushed up against his palm, against his fingertips like soft silk brushing against his skin. He cupped Theo’s balls and gave them a soft squeeze that, once again, caused Theo to take in a sharp intake of air.

      “What do you want to do with that?” Theo asked him in a husky voice. “Have you ever tasted cock before?”

      Elliot’s eyes widened, and he looked up into Theo’s face, at his lips parted just a bit and his tongue lashing out at his bottom lip, the teeth biting that same lip. A beautiful mouth, he thought, as he reveled once again in touching this breathtaking man’s cock, now swelled and rod thick.

      Theo was right: He had never tasted cock before. The realization struck him and caused yet another flurry of heartbeats to pound in his ears. But here he was, so close to changing that forever. From this point on, he would be in a different crowd, a new group, those people who had experienced such a close, personal connection with someone else. This was his event horizon between never having been intimate with another man before to knowing what it was like, to being in on the secret.

      He bent forward, his mouth only inches away from the tip of Theo’s cock. There was a wink of precum pooling at the slit, threatening to spill. He touched his fingertip to the spot, which clung in a viscous string when he pulled away. The sight of it made him smile, and he glanced up at Theo’s face with his tongue pushed into the side of his cheek so that his cheek bulged out a little. Theo’s breaths came in shudders.

      Then Elliot did something wholly unexpected. He touched the wet part of his fingertip to his tongue. It was mildly sweet but mostly salty and surprisingly not unpleasant to taste, and he wanted more. He leaned forward, and he touched the tip of his tongue to Theo’s dick and experienced the flavor of it once again along with the inebriating rush of the salty smack of Theo’s skin. He ran the tip of his tongue all around the head of Theo’s cock to make sure he got every last bit.

      “There we go,” Theo said. “Just like that.” He let out a long moan.

      He wrapped his lips around Theo’s cock.

      “God yes,” Theo whispered.

      Elliot was doing it. He was really doing it. This was the thing he’d spent so many nights in his bed dreaming about, the sensation of another man’s penis in his mouth. He once even had the odd notion that maybe he could taste his own, and he spent several long, twisting hours on the floor of his living room, naked with his legs lifted up above his head all in an effort to push his stiff dick onto his own tongue. He was unsuccessful. He wasn’t limber enough.

      But now, he had his lips wrapped around a penis. He had the head of a beautiful man’s dick touching his tongue, a taste on his lips. Slowly, to savor each second, he slid his mouth further down the length of Theo’s dick, letting his tongue experience each and every bit of skin he could. His own dick hurt, it was so stiff inside his pants, and he fumbled with one hand to loosen the belt and undo the button and pull down the zipper to pull his own dick out and squeeze it with a free hand. His other hand was still marveling at the feeling of Theo’s balls against his fingertips. Each time he moved his mouth further down Theo’s cock, he grazed fingertips lightly over Theo’s balls. Theo groaned and pushed himself closer so that Elliot understood—he liked it, so he kept doing it, teasing at the skin.

      He could smell Theo too. A clean scent at first like soap still caught in the soft nest of his pubic hair, but beneath that, the earthy scent of man—Theo’s scent. It was all at once a surprise at the bite of it and wildly erotic. He’d caught whiff of himself on hot days before taking a shower, maybe on his own fingertips after scratching himself, and that was nothing like this. This was another man’s scent, a primal scent that tugged at something deep inside. If there was any doubt whether or not he was really and truly gay, this scent confirmed it for him. Right now, there was no other smell in this world besides Theo’s manly odor.

      Elliot worked at Theo’s cock. He sucked it in until the head of Theo’s dick pushed at the back of his throat, and he couldn’t help but gag a little, then he pulled up. “Sorry,” Elliot said, his eyes watering.

      “It’s okay.” Theo took deep breaths. “Happens to everyone.” He spread his legs a little wider.

      When Elliot went down on him again, Theo flinched a little and laughed. “Careful. Teeth,” he said.

      It never occurred to him. He was too busy enjoying it.

      But Theo pulled away.

      “I’m sorry,” Elliot said.

      “Don’t apologize.” Theo put a hand beneath Elliot’s chin. “This is your first time,” he said. This was a conversation they had already. Theo leaned forward, and he took his hard dick away from Elliot’s face. “Let me show you.”

      “Was I that bad?” Elliot asked him. He was honestly concerned. He liked doing it to Theo, sucking his dick, but he wanted to be good at it.

      “Honey, you’re doing fantastic. Trust me.” But Theo leaned forward so that his face was inches from his, and he brushed Elliot’s lips lightly with his own. “I don’t want to come too quick. You should be getting the treatment first. This is about you tonight.”

      “But I want to,” Elliot said. He smiled and lightly kissed Theo back.

      “And you’ll get to.” Theo still held his chin with his fingertips, and Elliot met his hungry gaze. It was there in Theo’s eyes: He was enjoying himself. They twinkled with the smile that was broad on Theo’s lips as they kissed. “I want this to be about you tonight, okay?” Theo pulled back, and he looked down. It took Elliot a second to realize that he still had his dick out and gripped in his fist. Theo reached down and moved Elliot’s hand away. “I want to see more of you.”

      “I don’t look anything like you,” Elliot said. His face was hot, his cheeks red.

      “I don’t care,” Theo said. He moved off the chair, a hand on Elliot’s chest, and he pushed him back to the floor. “You’re you. I’m having fun with you. I want to see you and only you.”

      Elliot swallowed hard as he looked up into Theo’s eyes. No one had ever said that to him. Again, the script played again, that this was not something that happened to him. But the way Theo said it, he had no choice but to believe it. “You really are attracted to me?” Elliot asked him, almost like he was beginning to believe it.

      Theo bent down, and he kissed him. His hands worked beneath Elliot’s t-shirt, touching the skin of his stomach, moving up to run a rough thumb over his nipple. “I am so fucking turned on by you, Elliot,” Theo whispered. “You can’t even begin to understand.”

      When Theo rubbed his cock up against his, Elliot understood.

      “You are sexy. You’re hot,” Theo whispered. His breath brushed against Elliot’s ear, and Theo lifted him back up with a strong arm at his back. Before he knew it, his t-shirt was pulled up and over his head. Elliot didn’t have time to argue, because Theo’s hands were already at his jeans and pulling them down, causing him to lift up his hips so that Theo could pull them all the way off. He tossed them to the side.

      The rush of another man’s hands, fingertips that were a little calloused from what Elliot assumed was manual labor and sports. But then Theo sat back on his heels like he was admiring something.

      “I mean, look at you,” Theo said. He touched Elliot’s stomach. “How can you think you’re not sexy? You even have abs.”

      Elliot looked down at his thin stomach, propped up on the carpet with his elbows. Next to Theo’s abs, his were nothing. “Like I said before, it’s probably a lack of good nutrition.”

      Theo bent his head down, and he kissed Elliot on the stomach, then he craned his neck up to meet Elliot’s gaze. “Well, I think they’re cute.”

      Elliot burst out in a quick laugh. “Because that’s what every guy wants to hear, that their abs look ‘cute.’”

      Theo joined his laughter. “I told you,” Theo said.

      Elliot’s grew confused. “Told me what?”

      “That before the night was through, I was going to pay you a compliment, and you wouldn’t blush.”

      When it was pointed out, Elliot’s face grew warm with a blush.

      “And, he’s back,” Theo said. He giggled, and Elliot did too.

      Theo remained looking at Elliot, and Elliot stared into his blue eyes.

      “Lay back,” Theo said, and Elliot did what he was told. He lay with his back the floor.

      Theo laid kisses starting at Elliot’s chest. His tongue lashed out at his small, round nipples, and Theo even used a little nip with his teeth to force a gasp from Elliot’s throat. “You like that?” Theo whispered.

      Elliot only nodded, and Theo went back to the kisses. All Elliot could do was watch him. His hands were touching Theo’s head, his hair tangled between Elliot’s fingers. A little stiffness from some sort of hair product. All of it turned him on. His cock begged for attention.

      But Theo had other ideas. Instead of going down, he moved up. He moved in closer. “God, you’re beautiful,” Theo said. And this time, Elliot let himself believe it just a little more. Only a smidge, a crack in the wall caused by Theo’s repeated words, which allowed some of that belief to leak through and touch him. Could he be beautiful to a man like Theo?

      Theo kissed him.

      Maybe he could. Maybe a guy like Theo could find him attractive. Theo’s tongue moved in between his lips, and Elliot breathed in Theo’s air.

      And all the while, Theo’s hands gripped his sides, slid up to his arms and massaged, a thumb to rub across his nipples then pinch and tease so that Elliot gasped with pleasure. He liked having his nipples played with, he realized.

      As Theo kissed at his throat, a hand brushed across his pubic region to touch at the hair above his cock. Then, finally, Theo’s hands cupped his balls. The suddenness of it caught Elliot’s breath, and he bent his head back so that Theo put his lips on Elliot’s neck and nipped at his sensitive skin. The hand found his hard cock and began slowly stroking.

      There was no sense of impending nausea, not this time. This time, there was only the awareness of Theo’s hot fingers touching him, and the only thing he wanted was for Theo to continue.

      Elliot’s hands returned the favor as he explored as much of Theo’s body as he was able. His hands touched Theo’s chest and the thin, bristly hairs that covered his pectorals. He let his fingers curl in the silky tuft of hair that darkened the space between the solid mounds of chest muscle.

      Then Theo moved back down. He kissed and tongued his chest, and he moved down to his stomach. His tongue worked down his side in such a way that caused a shiver, and Elliot lifted his head to watch as Theo kissed and lapped at his skin. Then he hovered. Elliot’s whole body swam with the expectant tingle of hot breath on his aching erection. One hand continued to stroke fingertips lightly over Elliot’s balls, but Theo’s beautiful blue eyes were looking up at him. He wet his lips and smiled as Elliot stared. Short, ragged breaths were all he could manage.

      He bent to kiss Elliot’s hip, and Elliot gasped. Hip bones. He never would have guessed they were so sensitive. Theo’s tongue wet the skin there, and he kissed back in the direction of his cock. As he hovered again, Elliot nearly begged. His cock was almost close enough to touch against Theo’s chin, and he tried to buck his hips up toward Theo’s mouth. But Theo used his strong hands to hold him in place. The whole time, he grinned.

      Instead, he moved to Elliot’s other hip, and he repeated the kisses and the sucking. It felt good. It felt amazing! Now he realized that Theo was only teasing him.

      “Come on,” Elliot said. His voice was breathy.

      Without warning, Theo licked at the swollen head of his dick. Elliot shuddered, and he gripped the carpeting, clenching his fingers and pulling so tight he thought he might pull it up from the underfloor. Theo’s mouth moved over his cock head and slowly down his shaft. Elliot was not necessarily a religious man, but right then, he spoke the name of God. The warmth engulfing his dick, the sensation of a tongue pulsing along the length of the shaft, and then the pressure of Theo’s throat as it worked at the head. Time had stopped, his brain lost track. He could live in this moment, get lost in this moment and stretch it to an eternity, and he could be happy. Then, finally, he slid his mouth back up Elliot’s cock.

      Elliot was being loud. It crossed his mind that the neighbors might hear him, Mrs. Hegemeyer and her little Yorkie, and logically, he knew he should be embarrassed by that. But Theo’s mouth sliding back down his dick shocked any embarrassment out of his system. Fuck the neighbors. This was what heaven was like, and he wanted them to know it.

      A few thrusts of Theo’s mouth, lips pressed tight, up and down Elliot’s cock, and an intense electric wave built in his center, the touch of a live wire that began in his groin and sent electric shocks coursing through his entire body. Both of his hands were tangled in Theo’s hair, and he managed to lift his head up to see that Theo hadn’t moved, that he was taking every bit of Elliot’s spunk down his throat, every ounce burst out of him, Theo’s throat still swallowing and sending rush after rush to spasm through his body, legs stretched, knees rigid, his toes curled until a cramp entered his right foot.

      When it was over, Theo slowly pulled back, and Elliot lay gasping for air on the carpet. Then Theo was there, in his field of view, and he kissed Elliot hard on the mouth. His tongue darted in between Elliot’s lips, and Elliot caught the flavor of his own saltiness still on Theo’s tongue. He put a hand on the back of Theo’s head to keep him locked in to the kiss. He’d never tasted himself in that way. He wanted it, the rawness of it, and he wanted the ambrosial flavor of Theo’s mouth mixed with it.

      Finally, Theo released his kiss, and he rolled onto his side, his head propped in the palm of his hand.

      “Is there more?” Elliot asked. “What about you?”

      Theo smiled, and he put a hand on Elliot’s chest to trace his nipple with a finger. “I wanted you to experience it first. This is your first time. This ain’t no blow and go.” He leaned over and kissed Elliot. “Honey, we’re just getting started.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

        Theo

      

    

    
      Theo sat with his head propped up in the palm of his hand, and he traced a line up Elliot’s chest as Elliot smiled up at him—beamed up at him, more like it. This was a guy once so out of touch, so lost.

      Until now.

      Elliot lay back on the floor still. He stared at the ceiling, but he also stole glances punctuated with silly grins at Theo until Theo bent down to kiss him again.

      “You doing okay?” he asked.

      A small crinkle at the corner of his eyes as he grinned. “In case you hadn’t noticed, I just had mind-blowing sex,” Elliot said.

      Theo laughed. He kissed him again, lightly. “I was there. I saw it happen.”

      Elliot surprised him by reaching up and putting a hand on Theo’s shoulder. He ran his hand up and down the back of Theo’s arm. “Believe me, I know.” Then, he said, “I don’t smoke, but I feel like I should.”

      Theo laid his head down on his arm, and he moved in close to Elliot’s naked body laid out on his back. “That’s a cliché.”

      “Until five minutes ago, I thought a mind-blowing blow job was a cliché.” His brow wrinkled, and he turned his eyes up to the ceiling. “Or maybe I mean a myth.”

      As Elliot spoke, the vibrations radiated up through Theo’s hand where it rested on Elliot’s chest. “You don’t have to feel that way anymore,” Theo said.

      They lay in silence for a minute or two. Theo caressed his hand over Elliot’s torso until Elliot giggled when Theo’s hand moved down to Elliot’s hips. Unbidden, he asked, “Why is it called a job?”

      “What?” Theo lifted his head.

      “It’s called a blow job. I mean, is it work?”

      “To get a guy off? I don’t know. We both sweat a lot.” He kept his hand on Elliot’s stomach.

      “But it’s not a job. You’re not getting paid for it. It’s enjoyable. I think it’s something fun for both parties, therefore, it makes no sense to refer to it as a job.”

      He was getting paid for this though. Theo didn’t see fit to mention that, however. “Can’t you have fun at your job?” he asked. But even as he asked, he knew he didn’t believe it. Every job he ever had was nothing but menial work for low pay. Except for this one, because technically, that’s what this was. There would be an exchange of money for his service here, which was the very definition of a job. This right now, making Elliot happy was his job. And maybe that as a job wasn’t so bad after all. “I guess it depends what kind of work you have, doesn’t it?”

      Elliot laughed. “Would you ever suck dicks for a living?”

      Theo tried to join in on the laughter. “Some people do.”

      “God,” Elliot said. “I just think you have to be at rock bottom to do something like that.” He giggled. “Right?”

      Is that what this was? Rock bottom? He didn’t respond. He wanted to change the subject. “You got a good thing here,” Theo said to Elliot.

      “Huh?” Elliot said.

      “You have it good. I don’t think you realize how good you have it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Theo propped himself up again so he was looking at Elliot’s face. “I mean your apartment, your career. You have it made.”

      Elliot’s chest jumped as he sputtered a laugh. “Yeah, right,” he said with an eye roll of sarcasm.

      “I mean it. Your work,” Theo said. “You do it because you enjoy it, right?”

      He weighed this with a tilt of his head. “Yeah, I guess. It gets a little repetitive.”

      “But it lets you live in a decent place.” Theo lifted an arm to take in the whole room. “And you get to follow it with something you love. You come home to your own house, your own stuff, and you do something you really love.”

      “What I really love is game programming,” Elliot said.

      “And you’re doing that.”

      “Not getting paid for it, though.”

      “But you could.”

      Elliot frowned. “Nah. It’s just a hobby,” he said.

      “But you’re good at it.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not that good.”

      “Come on. That stuff you showed me earlier? I don’t know much about this stuff, but what I saw was amazing.”

      “It’s pretty much reinventing the wheel,” Elliot said. “I’m not really bringing anything new to the gaming world. I just wanted to see if I could do it.”

      “And you did it. How is that not amazing?”

      “It’s not, though.” Elliot’s forehead furrowed, and the air thickened between them. He glanced to Theo then looked away. “Besides, I have an interview on Monday for a promotion.”

      “Oh,” Theo nodded. “That’s good. Is it for something you want?”

      Elliot didn’t meet Theo’s gaze. “Sure.”

      “Okay.” Theo tittered. “That was convincing.”

      Finally, Elliot did lift his eyes to meet Theo’s. “It’s a fine job. It’s the head of the IT department.”

      “But is it what you want?”

      A sigh escaped from Elliot. “It’s a good job. It’s more money.”

      “But…”

      “Can we not talk about this?”

      Theo held up a hand and crouched his head. “Okay.”

      “I don’t want to fall out over this.”

      “Who’s falling out?” He touched Elliot again. He was a little bewildered by the sudden turn of the conversation. “I’m not falling out.”

      The way Elliot acted, not making any more eye contact, told Theo that the conversation was over, and they lay in silence for a period. Theo put his head back down on his arm, and he hung his arm further over Elliot’s chest.

      To lift the mood, he moved his hand down to touch the head of Elliot’s cock. “How we doing down there?”

      With a little twitch of his body, Elliot smiled. “It’s good.”

      “You want to move to your bed?”

      Elliot nodded his head, and Theo stood up to pull Elliot with him. They stood inches apart from one another, their naked bodies touching. Their eyes locked onto one another. There was a tingle on Theo’s skin, at where his heart was, as Elliot’s breath lit upon the hairs on his chest when he dipped his head and moved in closer.

      Then Elliot lifted his face up to kiss Theo on the neck. Theo liked this, Elliot taking initiative. Elliot’s hand touched his cock, and his cock responded by stiffening.

      “Come on,” Theo said, and he turned away from Elliot only to lead him out of the room and toward the other room in Elliot’s apartment that, Theo assumed, had to be the bedroom. He flipped on the light switch, and it was a neatly kept room, the bed made, and the pillows fluffed up at the head of a queen-sized bed. They wouldn’t be so neat and tidy for long.

      At the bed, Theo pushed Elliot down onto the mattress, and he fell back with a laugh, then Theo moved on top of him on the bed.

      Elliot stared at Theo for a long moment as Theo hovered over him. The whole time, he had his hand down on Elliot’s cock, stroking him to hardness. “Are you going to fuck me?” Elliot asked him.

      “I don’t think you’re ready for that yet,” Theo said.

      “Then what did you have in mind?”

      “I’m going to bottom for you.”

      Elliot’s eyes widened. “Really?” He responded to Theo’s touch, his hips grinding as Theo still stroked his cock. “I pictured you as more of a top.”

      Theo kissed him. “The night is full of surprises.”

      “Yes it is,” Elliot said, his voice a husky whisper. He put a hand on Theo’s chest. “What if I want to try bottoming?”

      “This is your night, remember? We have time.” Theo hushed the next thing Elliot was going to say by kissing him.

      Until Elliot pulled back and said, “I don’t have anything, you know, for…”

      Theo understood. He grinned. “Just a sec,” Theo said. He got up off the bed, and he trotted back to the kitchen where he left his clothes. Because he knew this was the turn that the night would take, he’d come prepared. A stack of condoms and a small squirt bottle of lube that looked like it could pass for hand sanitizer. Then he went back into the bedroom.

      When Elliot saw the condoms. “Aren’t you quite the boy scout?”

      Theo ripped off a condom pack from the strip. “I figure it’s always best to be prepared. You never know what an evening might bring.” He didn’t want to tell him that this was all a setup, that he knew this was how their night would go, because it’s what Brianna ordered.

      “How do we do this?” Elliot asked, and Theo had to pause for a second to consider if he really meant it. But he guessed that he did. This was, after all, his first time.

      Theo moved onto the bed, taking up his hover once again. “I’m going to lie down on the bed, and you’re going to fuck my brains out. That’s how we’re going to do this.”

      “I mean, I’ve never fucked a guy before.”

      “There’s always a first time,” Theo said.

      Elliot laughed, a small, uncomfortable laugh that gave away his uncertainty. “But, I mean…” Elliot blushed and grinned, biting his bottom lip. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      Theo kissed him in a way that he hoped squashed that uncertainty. “I’ll walk you through it. You’ve seen porn before, right?”

      Elliot nodded.

      “Gay porn?” Seemed a moot point, but he still thought it was a good idea to ask.

      Elliot rolled his eyes. “Of course.”

      “Then you already have an idea.” Theo rose up over Elliot. “And I have a feeling this already knows what to do.” He gripped Elliot’s stiff cock in his hand and gave it a couple good strokes that caused Elliot to grin wide.

      Theo ripped open the condom pack, and he put it between his lips. Elliot’s eyebrow lifted into a question, but Theo ignored him as he bent down toward Elliot’s cock. He put his lips on Elliot’s cock head, and keeping his lips tight, he worked the condom down Elliot’s shaft while Elliot groaned and bent his head back into the pillow. Then Theo gave his cock a couple more laps with his tongue as he made sure the condom was in place.

      After, he squeezed a glob of lube into his palm and worked it over Elliot’s cock while Elliot’s eyes glazed over in a hazy grin. He moved up to kiss Elliot while he worked some of the lube into the slit of his ass with the tips of two of his fingers.

      “You want to do me from behind, or you want to watch?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, do you want me on my back or would you prefer to take me from behind?”

      Elliot continued to grin like he’d won the lottery. “I want to watch you. On your back.”

      Theo rolled over onto the bed and laid down. Elliot leaned up on an elbow. As Theo lifted his legs up and held onto them with his hands on the backs of his knees, Elliot got up slowly and raised to stand on his knees on the bed.

      It took Elliot a moment as he stared down at Theo presenting his puckered hole. He looked unsure what to do now.

      “Get some of the lube,” Theo said.

      Elliot searched the small bottle out on the bed, and he grabbed it. It was almost comical how he seemed as if he were following a tutorial on Youtube.

      “Now, put some on your fingers, and rub a little onto my hole.”

      Elliot did as he was told. His lube-slicked fingers touched at the ring of muscle of Theo’s hole, and it caused him to moan. Urged on, Elliot got a little brave, and he put a finger inside. He worked it in and out a bit, and then he worked a second finger inside.

      “Yeah, that’s good,” Theo said. Elliot went at it a little longer before he stopped. Theo prepared to give the next instruction, but Elliot took the initiative without being told. Instinct took over, and he pushed the head of his cock up against the ring of muscle at Theo’s hole. It caused Theo to suck in a breath when he finally breached the tight rim of his ass.

      Theo wasn’t always a bottom. He wasn’t averse to it. If anything, he considered himself more versatile. Reid, however, always treated him like a bottom. There wasn’t a choice. He learned through Reid how take it rough. Reid was an angry lover, a lot of grunting and unforgiving thrusts with Theo’s face pushed into the mattress. Sometimes he put a hand on the top of Theo’s head to push him even deeper into the mattress so Reid could power into him in rapid thrusts like a rabbit on a tight schedule.

      With Elliot, this was a pleasant change. There was something sweet in the way Elliot hesitated, the way he watched Theo’s face as he moved his cock deeper inside to see if he was hurting him. At any moment, he seemed ready to pull out and stop it all if he thought he was causing too much pain.

      And he wasn’t. There was the initial sting. There was always some burn at first, a slight discomfort no matter how used to it he was. But he moved slow enough at first that the sensation passed quickly and was soon replaced with acceptance that then morphed into pleasure as he got used to Elliot inside of him.

      He moved in and out in slow, sensual thrusts. He kept his hands on the backs of Theo’s thighs to brace himself, which allowed Theo to lay back and let it all happen.

      When Elliot’s dick brushed against Theo’s prostate, he gasped.

      “Am I hurting you?” Elliot asked, and he stopped.

      Theo breathed hard. “No, babe. You’re doing good. Real good.” He reached up and ran a hand over Elliot’s chest. “You can go faster if you want.”

      Again, Elliot did as he was told. He worked his cock in and out of Theo’s ass, and again and again, he found that sweet spot that made Theo spread his legs even more to open himself up even wider.

      Elliot leaned forward as he started getting into the rhythm of each thrust. He was close enough that Theo raised up and kissed him hard on the lips. “Faster,” Theo whispered as he cupped a hand on the back of Elliot’s head. And he went faster. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his mouth hung open as he vocalized each push inside.

      When Theo slid higher on the bed, Elliot grabbed Theo by the thighs and pulled him closer. He liked the way the wiry muscles of Elliot’s arms grew taut, each abdominal muscle on his sweat-slick stomach tightened, his chest heaved with each heavy thrust. The pleasure on Elliot’s face, his mouth in a silent O of passion, was enough motivation that Theo tried to push himself more into Elliot’s pelvis. But Elliot didn’t need the help. Theo moaned. “Fuck yeah,” he said.

      “God, I’m going to come,” Elliot said. He pushed harder and harder, faster and faster. “Oh fuck. Oh fuck!”

      Theo grabbed his own dick and started stroking off. Elliot caught him, and he grabbed Theo’s wrist, which surprised him. He pulled Theo’s hand away, and he took over, took command of Theo’s dick and pumped it in time with his thrusts. He kept going until Theo’s head turned sideways and he gasped for air as sticky cream splattered onto his stomach and reached up to the hollow of his throat. Orgasm spasmed through his body much harder than it had in quite some time, stimulated from the inside by Elliot while outside, his cock, under Elliot’s control, unleashed a jolt of electricity that tingled on his spine and caused his legs to tense until they felt weak.

      “Holy shit!” Elliot threw his head back, and his body shuddered as Elliot came too. He realized he liked being fucked by Elliot.

      When he was spent, Elliot fell forward against Theo’s chest. He kissed Theo. A passionate kiss that was almost enough to curl Theo’s toes. This surprised him. Elliot seemed to have found his footing. He grabbed Theo by the hair, and he kissed him hard, his tongue working into Theo’s mouth.

      Afterward, Elliot rolled from off top of Theo, and they lay side by side once again, gasping for breath.

      Elliot turned his head to Theo, and Theo was already looking at him. “I could fuck you all day and not get tired of it.”

      And Theo laughed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

        Elliot

      

    

    
      They lay on the bed, next to one another, Theo’s heat pressed up against Elliot’s side. Theo’s cum was still covering the both of them, and he really didn’t care. He kind of liked the idea of it, not that it was a mess on his stomach, but that it came from this man, the man whose hand he held in his own as they caught their breath next to one another. This whole night was a whirlwind of new things. He was suddenly decadent and part of a new world, a world denied to him before.

      He turned his head to find Theo watching him. “You sure that was your first time?”

      Elliot laughed. A little heat rose to his cheeks, but it wasn’t a major flush of red like before. It was more typical. He was used to blushing, a constant flow of internal doubt and embarrassment. There were times even a stray thought while he was alone caused his cheeks to flare up with that blushing heat. He would make a terrible spy and a worse liar, he knew.

      But this time, he only blushed because he allowed his mind to play back over everything that just happened, over the constant waves of pleasure that his body still struggled to remember and hold on to. It was a blush of elation, not of embarrassment, that he experienced now.

      “What?” Theo turned onto his side, facing Elliot and widening his smile to show his teeth as he propped his head into the palm of his hand. “You’re blushing again.”

      “I thought you said I was cute when I blushed.” Saying that made him blush even more.

      “I did. And you are.” He leaned over and kissed Elliot, and Elliot enjoyed the warmth of his lips pressed against his. “You did well,” Theo said.

      Elliot’s breath caught, and he laughed.

      “What?” Theo put his hand on Elliot’s chest.

      He put his hands to his face and palmed his eyes. Then he dropped them back to the bed again and stared right into Theo’s blue eyes. “I was just thinking how funny it is that I was just talking to Brianna about this very thing. I even told her that I doubted I would ever have sex.”

      “Why would you say a thing like that?”

      “You saw me. You saw how I get. My throwing up in the sink tonight is not the first time something like that has happened. The first time I ever talked to a guy I liked, I tossed my lunch all over his shoes. I was a senior in high school.”

      “I thought you didn’t come out until a couple of months ago.”

      “Well yeah. I was sort of out for a lot longer than that, but I didn’t actually tell many people until last year. Brianna knew for sure long before that.” Then Elliot stopped, and he looked at Theo. “Wait, how’d you know that?”

      Theo’s eyes widened just a little, a quick flicker in his gaze. “Oh, you must have mentioned it.”

      “Did I?” Elliot went back to their previous conversations earlier that night. Granted, a lot of their conversation was a blur, a haze while Elliot was acclimating to the idea that there was a hot guy talking to him in a bar, and then, even more unimaginable, that same guy, naked and straddling him. There was a lot that was said and then lost in the haze of his erratic nerves. “Huh,” Elliot said with a shrug. Obviously, it was said. Otherwise, how could Theo know?

      Theo patted Elliot on the chest. “I’m hungry.” He pushed up from the bed and stood up at the foot of the bed with his hands on his hips. Elliot liked seeing him like that, and he lay with his hands behind his head, grinning as he studied Theo’s powerful body. He liked the way it enhanced the V created by Theo’s strong back muscles and the ridge of his pectorals. His abs stood out, a hirsute line down the middle of his torso that led the eye down to curls of bushy pubic hair and his cock—a cock, Elliot had to remind himself probably for the hundredth time that night, that he had actually had in his mouth, that, if he wanted to, he could reach out and grab it and Theo would let him. The idea of that shorted out his thinking again until Theo reached out and slapped the top of his foot playfully. “Are you coming?”

      “For food? Yeah.” Elliot moved down the bed, and Theo held out his hand. Elliot grabbed it, and Theo pulled him up. When he was standing, Theo licked the tip of his nose, and it made Elliot laugh out loud. Then he turned and left the bedroom, and Elliot followed.

      The living room was dark. They’d turned off the lights. The only light came up from the street below and cast orange, boxy shadows on the ceiling and over the walls. Theo opened the pantry, and he flipped on the light inside and stood as if he was taking survey of the whole space.

      “Well, this is abysmal,” Theo said.

      “Yeah, I don’t have a lot. I don’t eat at home very often.”

      “How do you eat?”

      “I usually order something on my way home from work, or I’ll grab something to cook for the night.” Elliot opened the refrigerator. It was pretty bare except for bottled water and some cans of soda, and a carton of takeout Chinese he was sure had gone bad by now. There were also condiments and a pack of American cheese. He doubted those few scant items would make much of a meal.

      When Elliot turned back to tell Theo about his abysmal holdings, he found Theo staring at him, his back up against the closed pantry door.

      “Stop,” Theo said. “Don’t move.”

      Elliot let loose an uncomfortable laugh—the kind of laugh he only ever issued when he found someone staring at him. “What?”

      Theo pushed up off the pantry door, and he walked over toward Elliot. “In that light,” Theo said. “You look really good in that light.”

      Elliot rolled his eyes, and he turned to face Theo. “Shut up,” he said with an embarrassed laugh.

      By now, Theo was standing next to him. The warmth of Theo close to him coupled with the coolness coming from the open refrigerator behind him was a confusing and stimulating tingle on his skin. The cool air moved down his legs and Theo pressed in close to him. Theo this close to him sent shivers of a different type through his body. “I mean it,” he whispered. “You sell yourself short.” Then Theo kissed him.

      Theo moved him away from the chilly air and closed the door, then Elliot’s back was up against the cold stainless steel of the refrigerator. He stood up on the tips of his toes as Theo pushed up against him, and they kissed longer. When they finished, Elliot looked into Theo’s eyes. “I like kissing you,” he said.

      Theo smiled. “You’re a good kisser.”

      Elliot rolled his eyes again, and he opened his mouth to respond, but Theo caught him up short with another kiss that Elliot had no choice but to sink into.

      “You were going to tell me to stop again,” Theo said when he finished.

      The heat rose to Elliot’s cheeks. He was right.

      “I’ve kissed a lot of guys,” Theo continued. “I know a good kisser when I have him pressed up against the refrigerator door.”

      He wanted to protest again. It was in his nature to push any sort of compliment away. He turned his face toward the floor. Compliments always made him even more self-conscious.

      But Theo caught him by the chin and turned his face back so that Elliot was looking again at Theo’s perfect mouth, the small bump on the ridge of his nose that suggested it might have been broken at least once in his lifetime, but only healed in such a way that it made Theo even hotter.

      As they stood so close to one another, Theo seemed to take inventory of him, of his features. His gaze almost had a physical quality as he eyes nestled over the features of his face, a silly yet sensual grin on Theo’s lips. Elliot wanted to cross his arms in that subconscious gesture meant to protect him from the outside world, from scrutiny of any sort. He was somebody who faded into the background, not one who opened himself to close scrutiny. That’s why he never went out for anything. He couldn’t put himself out there in a way that people would look at him and judge him. “I thought we were going to get some food,” Elliot said to break the spell.

      “Yes. We are.” Theo kept studying him a moment longer, then he leaned forward, and he gave Elliot a soft kiss on his lips. When he pulled back, his eyes twinkled in the dim light. “But you have a kitchen stocked like it’s in a third-world country.”

      “Yeah,” Elliot said with a blush. “I know. Um, there’s a diner down at street level we could go to.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Good.” Elliot slipped from where Theo had him against the refrigerator. Theo was still close, and their skin brushed. He stopped. “But there’s one problem.”

      Theo looked up. “What?”

      “You promised you were going to stay naked all night.”

      Theo fixed Elliot with an electric expression—one that said he’d been challenged. “And you don’t think I’ll walk out of here naked?”

      Elliot’s eyes flared. “No. God.” It’s like he forgot who he was talking to, the guy who said he liked being naked. “I was kidding.”

      “I will.” Theo walked out of the kitchen and into the living room.

      “What are you doing?” He followed behind Theo, unsure if he should be mortified or if he was about to witness the funniest thing he’d experienced since college.

      When Theo reached the door, he turned back to Elliot with a grin. “I got nothing to hide.” He pulled open Elliot’s front door, and he stepped out into the hallway. “See?” He laughed.

      Elliot did his best to hide his own nudity behind the door as he held it open. “Get back in here,” he said. Elliot was laughing too, however. Every part of him said that anybody putting himself out there like that should cause him an acute, vicarious embarrassment. This was the very type of moment made for a hard blush. But he experienced none of that. In fact, he was laughing. “I have neighbors.”

      “That’s all right. Let them look.” Theo held his hands above his head, naked as could be. In the pale light of the hallway, he looked amazing. There was no doubting that. He turned and showed his sexy ass to Elliot, and he skipped down the carpeted hallway, singing.

      Elliot knelt down, doubled over. He could only watch. There was only so much he could do. His laughter followed Theo down the hallway where he turned. “You coming, Elliot?”

      Before he could answer, a door clicked in the hallway. Elliot heard it, and so did Theo. Mrs. Hegemeyer. She was an old retiree, a former schoolteacher who lived next door to Elliot in one of the rent-controlled units. Elliot closed the door even more enough to hide himself, his head peeking just a little into the hallway. Theo turned around to face her.

      “What is going on here?” she asked. She held her small dog in her arms, a Yorkie who trembled when anyone got close.

      “Hello there,” Theo said. He stood proud, his hands on his hips. “My friend, Elliot and I, are about to go grab a late dinner downstairs. Would you like to join us?”

      Mrs. Hegemeyer turned to find Elliot peeking from around the closed door. “Mr. James,” she said. “I should call the police.”

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Hegemeyer.” Elliot’s face was a beacon of red. “He was just coming back in.” Elliot waved a bare arm toward Theo. He hoped Theo would come back inside this time.

      Theo started back toward the apartment. “Mrs. Hegemeyer,” Theo said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” He offered her his hand as he passed.

      She didn’t return the gesture. But Elliot was pretty certain he caught her sneak a peek.

      Theo waved to the Yorkie. “Offer still stands,” Theo said as he reached Elliot’s door.

      “I certainly hope you will be dressed when you leave,” she said. She pet her dog on the head and closed her door.

      Back inside the apartment, Theo doubled over in laughter. Elliot joined him. He fell back against the door, and he put his hands on his knees, but he watched Theo. Elliot liked watching him laugh. He liked the way he smiled, the way a vein popped out on his neck, the way his skin flushed.

      “I think you better put on pants,” Elliot said when they settled down.

      “Okay, but I’m not wearing underwear.”

      Elliot smiled. “I can live with that image in my head.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

        Theo

      

    

    
      The restaurant was a greasy spoon, not really the type of place that Theo went into often. Keeping the body that he had took some effort, and it wasn’t by eating greasy food at an all-night diner.

      It was a place that was brutally cliché. Vinyl seating on the booths with chrome napkin dispensers and stainless-steel lids of the salt and pepper shakers glinting dully on every table and lining the long counter. The center of the diner was dominated by a long Formica counter and round stools bolted to the floor. Even the waitresses wore uniforms that looked as if they hadn’t been updated since the seventies, polyester and knee-length skirts. The only male in the place was the cook who wore a white t-shirt smudged with cooking grease. The air was thick with the odor of French fries and overcooked hamburger meat. If this had been his choice of places to eat, Theo probably would have turned around and left to find a grocery store and some healthier food options.

      But this was a special case. He was with Elliot, and that made for a special occasion, an occasion that, he realized, brought a smile to his face. He hadn’t smiled like this with Reid in a long time. He hadn’t had sex like that with Reid for a long time. This night made him a little giddy, a little more connected to a life he might have forgotten. Going into this, he was certain tonight was going to be awkward and a complete bust, but it was quite the opposite. He was remembering something.

      When they went in, Elliot went to the bathroom, and Theo pulled out his phone. Four messages, all of them from Brianna.

      Oh yeah, another thing he remembered when he saw Brianna’s name on his screen, tonight was going to get him paid.

      The first text message read,

      
        
        What’s going on? You guys get together yet?

        

      

      That was the gist of most of them. Brianna was impatient. In high school, she was a control freak. That hadn’t changed over the years. She had to know all the details.

      Theo texted her back.

      
        
        I sealed the deal. Twice. :)

        

      

      After a moment, she responded.

      
        
        Finally! Working overtime, I see! LOL!

        

      

      But was he working overtime?

      Elliot returned to the table, and Theo put his phone away.

      When the waitress came to their table, Theo said, “Coffee for me.”

      Elliot smiled up at the waitress. “Same for me.” He flipped open the menu. “I’m not going to be able to sleep tonight,” he said to Theo when the waitress left them alone.

      Theo stuck his foot out and rubbed it against Elliot’s leg. “With an ass like yours, you think we’re going to do much sleeping?”

      Elliot’s cheeks flushed, but only a little, and it made Theo smile.

      “You’re getting better at it,” Theo said.

      Elliot looked up from his menu. “At what?”

      “At taking compliments.” He lifted up his menu, but he kept a foot by Elliot’s leg.

      “I think psychologists call it desensitization.”

      “You seemed pretty sensitive to me.”

      “No.” But then Elliot understood what he was referring to, and he laughed. “It’s when you’re forced to experiencing something over and over so much that you become desensitized to it. It doesn’t affect you as much.”

      Theo’s brow furrowed in confusion. “So if we have too much sex, you won’t be able to feel it as much?”

      “I don’t think—” Elliot paused. “I’m pretty sure it’s only psychological things that it’s talking about.”

      “Good,” Theo said. “Because I think we should have a lot more sex before this night is through.”

      “I can get behind that,” Elliot said as he bit his bottom lip.

      “You already have once,” Theo said with a wink.

      Elliot laughed and rolled his eyes, and his cheeks turned a little red, but again, not as much as before.

      When the waitress returned, they both ordered cheeseburgers. This was a night to enjoy, Theo decided, and it had been a long time since he’d eaten a good, greasy burger. Sometimes it was nice just to let go and experience life a bit. That’s what Elliot was doing tonight, so why shouldn’t that extend to their food choices for a late meal out?

      The waitress left them alone after bringing their coffee, and Elliot set about unwrapping his silverware and setting it neatly to the side of his place mat and unfolding the napkin onto his lap. Theo watched him and sipped his coffee.

      “So can I ask…” Theo started, but then he stopped.

      Elliot turned his eyes to him. “Hmm?”

      Theo put his coffee cup down onto the table. “Earlier, when we were talking about the gaming stuff you did, why was that, I don’t know…” He studied Elliot’s face for any sign he was about to close up. Elliot folded his hands onto the table. “Why didn’t you want to discuss it anymore?”

      Elliot tilted his head. He seemed to consider it for a moment. “I don’t want to be disappointed, I guess,” he said.

      Theo didn’t understand. “Why would you be disappointed?”

      The look on Elliot’s face suggested this was a stupid question. “Have you seen the games out there? There’s some amazing stuff on the market these days. What I’m doing is nowhere near that.” He sighed. “I can’t compete.”

      “You’re right.” Theo took a sip of his coffee. “You can’t compete.”

      That seemed to take Elliot by surprise. The flash of hurt that crossed his face stabbed Theo in the heart, and he reached across to put his hand closer to Elliot.

      “What I’m saying is, you can’t compete if you don’t try. You have what it takes. All that stuff on your computer, you did all that on your own. Believe in yourself. How do you think those other guys who make that kind of stuff started out?”

      Elliot still frowned. “I just don’t get my hopes up.”

      “Yeah, that’s the easy way out.”

      “What’s easy is telling somebody that they can compete.” Elliot’s hand balled into a fist. “Actually competing, that’s what’s hard.”

      Theo nodded. “You’re right. It is hard to put yourself out there. You’ll get no argument about that.” He drank more of his coffee. They sat in a moment of silence while a group of four guys banged into the diner and sat at a table not far from them. They were a mixed group. They could be straight, but Theo got a vibe from them. They joked with each other with a bit too much camp. One of them even gave Theo the long look that said he was cruising. Theo ignored him.

      “How do you do it?” Elliot asked.

      “What?” He turned his attention back to Elliot.

      “You seem to have it together. How do you compete in whatever it is you do?”

      That question put him on the spot, and he set his coffee cup back down on the table. “Looks can be deceiving,” he said.

      Elliot wore a confused smile. “What does that mean?”

      “Well, I model,” Theo began.

      “Figures.” Elliot reached out toward Theo and laid his hand on the table next to his.

      “But not really,” he continued. “That’s just what I tell people to make my job sound more important than it really is.” He watched Elliot. He expected disappointment to flash in how he looked at Theo. “Honestly, my modeling job consists of standing shirtless outside of a clothing store to encourage people to go in and buy their overpriced clothes. I also work part time in a boring copy shop on the campus of DePaul University.” He tried to cover his embarrassment by turning his attention a spot on the tabletop. He felt like his admission was shattering some sort of illusion that Elliot had built up in his mind. Now it was his cheeks that blossomed with heat, and he wondered if he was blushing. He glanced up to see if he was right, if Elliot was disappointed. He was unreadable. “The truth is, Elliot, you’re the one doing amazing things. I’m the one who’s not.”

      Elliot didn’t say anything at first. He kept his hand close to Theo’s, and he bridged the space enough to touch his fingers. “What is it that’s stopping you from doing the thing you really want to do?”

      “That’s just it. I don’t really know what it is I want to do.”

      “You have to have some sort of idea.”

      “My dad thinks I should join the military. My brother is in the Navy.”’

      Elliot wrinkled his nose. “Is that something you want to do?”

      He shook his head. “No. I feel like if I did that, I would just be doing what my dad wanted. I’d be selling out. He says I need it to, as he puts it, become a better man, which in his world means turning me straight.”

      “Maybe he just means disciplined.”

      Theo frowned even though he snickered. “No, he’s been pretty clear on that.”

      “I’m sorry,” Elliot said after a while.

      “Don’t be.” Theo forced a smile. “It’s okay. I’ve dealt with it.” Theo turned his hand so that his palm was up, and Elliot curled his fingers into Theo’s. “I’ve had a lot of years to get used to the idea that me and my dad aren’t ever going to get along anymore.”

      “Anymore?”

      “Well, I mean, we used to be just fine. Back in high school, he spent a lot of time with me on the baseball field or throwing a lacrosse ball around. After I came out, all that stopped.”

      The waitress brought their food. They broke their handholding as she put the plates down in front of them. Theo tried to regain some of his composure by smiling and joking with the waitress who seemed to laugh at all of his stupid jokes while she smoothed her pulled-back hair. He wasn’t one to go on about his problems to anybody, much less a guy he had just met—and had some really good sex with. The conversation he and Elliot were having wasn’t the kind of thing he brought up during a one-night stand.

      “I never had to tell my parents,” Elliot said after the waitress left them alone again.

      “So you haven't told them?” Theo squirted a burping bottle of ketchup onto his plate for his French fries.

      “Oh, they know. To them, it was a celebration.” Elliot chewed on his fries.

      “Lucky you.” Theo took a bite of burger.

      “It's kind of embarrassing,” Elliot said

      After he chewed, Theo said, “I wasn't embarrassed when I came out. It happened in high school and completely random.”

      “How was it random? Did someone find out?”

      Theo shook his head. He smiled a little as he thought about it. “No, I blurted it out in the middle of a crowded hallway when I basically confessed my love for my best friend.”

      “Hmm.” Elliot ate more is food.

      “Yeah, we'd been pretty much trading blow jobs our entire junior year.”

      “I see.”

      “I took that to mean we were meant to be together. Forever. Me and Ryan Seward. Destiny, I thought.” Theo popped a fry into his mouth. “He didn't see it that way.” He thought back to that day and Ryan Seward standing at his locker in the middle of a crowded high-school hallway. Even after Ryan told him to ‘fuck off,’ Theo still begged for their after-school get togethers. Even back then, he had a knack for staying with guys who treated him like shit.

      Elliot sighed and shook his head. “I can’t even imagine being out in high school. High school was a pit for me.”

      “I dealt with it okay,” Theo said. “School wasn't bad. When it got back home to my parents, that's when it got bad.”

      “I'm sorry,” Elliot said, and when Theo met his gaze, he could see that Elliot meant it.

      “I think you would have done fine if you'd come out then,” Theo said. “You have more strength than I think you realize.”

      “Says they guy who just met me.” Elliot snickered.

      “And I can see it already. That should tell you something.” Theo gave him an appreciative look. “I think if you took a risk every once in a while and met somebody new, more people would tell you that.”

      “In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m not one for taking risks.”

      “I think that’s what we’re supposed to do. That’s part of why we’re put on this earth.”

      “To risk everything?”

      “To challenge ourselves.” But as he said it, he realized that he wasn’t doing that. Not even a little bit. Maybe Elliot was right, maybe it all was easier said than done. He turned his attention to his burger, and he took a big bite.

      “I risked a lot tonight,” Elliot said. He wasn’t eating. He was looking out the window of the diner. “By letting you come to my apartment and doing what we did.”

      “That’s just fun.”

      “For you, maybe. For me,” he laughed, but it wasn’t all happiness, “it’s pretty fucking monumental.”

      “Do you regret it?”

      Now Elliot looked to Theo. “Not even a little bit.”

      Theo considered this as he chewed. He swallowed then nodded and laid his hand on top to Elliot’s. “Good. Because neither do I.”

      There was laughter coming from the table with the four guys. Theo saw them and the way they were acting, and he was almost certain now that they were stragglers from some bar up in Boystown. Elliot’s building wasn’t all that far. Halsted was only a couple streets over, and these guys clearly had stumbled their way here from one of the many gay bars on that street. The other guy that Theo could see was a dark-haired guy that, he had to admit, he probably would have picked up under different circumstances. It was his oval face, strong chin and high cheekbones, that Theo kept seeing peer over at them. Another of their group had glitter on his cheek. Then there was whispered laughter.

      “What’s going on?” Elliot asked.

      “Just some assholes, I think,” Theo said.

      But Elliot kept glancing in their direction now.

      “It doesn’t make sense,” one of the guys said loud enough for them all to hear, followed by more laughter.

      The third guy, the one with his back to Theo turned to look over his shoulder. He had a light beard.

      “Is there a problem?” Theo asked him.

      “No. Not really,” the guy said, and his friends busted up in laughter. But he turned around again. “Actually, we were just wondering how much you cost?” More laughter. Another guy gave beard a laughing push.

      Theo squinted at him. “Excuse me?”

      “What’s your price?” Beard turned more to face them. “I mean, clearly you’re a rent boy. Otherwise, what are you doing with that guy?” He pointed at Elliot.

      Theo stood up in one quick movement. He puffed his chest out and flexed his biceps by clenching his fist. “What did you say?”

      “Theo, don’t,” Elliot said.

      “No, fuck this guy,” Theo said. He stared down at the group of guys. The bearded guy had gone pale. He hadn’t expected this kind of reaction from Theo, and Theo could tell it gave him the upper hand. He lifted his fist. “You need to apologize,” he said.

      “For what?” glitter boy said.

      “For what your asshole friend said to my boyfriend.” Theo surprised even himself when he said it. Boyfriend was the word he’d used, and a word that he hadn’t said since Reid broke up with him. It caused him to falter for just a second.

      The attractive guy stood up, and Theo stared him down. The guy stared back. Theo outweighed him, he guessed, by about twenty-five pounds, a testament to the hours that he spent working out and running.

      “Theo, it’s okay,” Elliot said behind him. He was standing now too.

      “No,” Theo said, still staring at the guy standing. “It’s not okay, and this little bearded fuck is going to apologize to you.” He pointed to the bearded guy who had turned around and hunkered down to the table.

      The waitress came out from around the counter. “I will call the police,” she said.

      “You want to go?” Theo said to the standing guy. He was ready to knock this fucker out. Maybe he would’ve fucked him if the situation was different, but right then, smashing his face would be just as satisfying.

      “I’m sorry,” the bearded guy said. “Kurt, sit down.”

      Theo glared at him. “Yeah, Kurt. Sit the fuck down.” He took a step closer.

      Then there was a hand on his shoulder. It was Elliot, standing close to him. “Come on. Let’s pay and get out of here,” he said.

      “Listen to your boyfriend,” Kurt said.

      He was going to hit him. Elliot was quick, though, and he held Theo’s arm. But Kurt flinched anyway, arms up, guarding his face. Clearly, he was the type of guy who was all gym and no beef to back it up.

      “I have the phone,” the waitress said.

      “We’re leaving,” Elliot said. “Theo. Let’s. Go.”

      Kurt stared up at Theo, eyes wide. Theo glared back, jaw clamped tight. Elliot pulled at Theo again, and this time, Theo let himself be pulled. Kurt sat back down.

      It took them a couple more minutes to settle the bill, Elliot paying and keeping himself between Theo and the table of the four guys. Those four guys, however, wanted nothing more to do with it. They huddled close to one another, whispering, and Theo wanted to go over there and smack down every one of them.

      But Elliot gave him a pull on his arm after he finished paying, and Theo made a point to put his arm over Elliot’s shoulders and even lean over to give him a kiss on the cheek as they walked toward the door. Elliot wasn’t blushing when he did it.

      He was actually smiling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

        Elliot

      

    

    
      They walked on the street. When Elliot asked if Theo wanted to go back upstairs to his place, Theo suggested they go on a walk. At first, they walked in silence. Elliot watched Theo. He breathed heavily still, and Elliot wasn’t sure what to do with that, so he kept quiet.

      But he couldn’t help what went on inside. The tape kept replaying over and over in his mind: “For what your asshole friend said to my boyfriend.” The word he used, a simple word that even Elliot had said in his mind plenty of times, usually in some masturbation fantasy. Or in questions of if he would ever have one.

      The word that Theo had used. Boyfriend. A word that he used in reference to Elliot. To him.

      Was that even possible? He’d only just met Theo. Sure, they’d had sex. Twice now and all in this same night. And there was the promise of more later if they actually did end up going back to Elliot’s place.

      But they had to, right? Theo still had stuff up there—namely, his underwear.

      That sent him on another wild tangent, the realization that Theo was standing next to him wearing nothing beneath his blue jeans.

      But boyfriend?

      Elliot had to work up the courage. He worked it around in his mouth like spit until he finally gathered up enough of it to speak: “What did—”

      “I’m sorry,” Theo said. He cut Elliot off.

      “For what?”

      “I was an ass back there.”

      Elliot reached out on instinct and took Theo’s hand. “No, you weren’t.” It was only after he said it he realized he was holding Theo’s hand. He also realized he was holding it and Theo wasn’t pulling his hand away, which could mean that maybe there was something to what Theo said. “No, you weren’t an asshole.”

      “They just pissed me off,” Theo said. He looked over at Elliot as they walked. “I don’t usually act like that.”

      “Well, in your defense, the guy did pretty much call you a hooker.” Elliot let loose a small laugh. When he looked back at Theo, though, he realized Theo wasn’t sharing in the same kind of laughter. He smiled, but he didn’t make eye contact. “I mean, anybody would take offense to that, right? That’s what I mean,” Elliot said. “If somebody called me a hooker, I would get mad too.”

      Theo shook his head. “It’s not me,” Theo said. “I don’t usually react that way.”

      Elliot kept a finger hooked into Theo’s fingers. “If it makes you feel any better, I thought it was kind of flattering.”

      Theo looked at him with a strange grin.

      “Nobody’s ever stood up for me, not like that.”

      The words seemed to work through Theo’s expression until the twinkle Elliot had come to recognize just in their one night together returned to Theo’s eyes. “Well, they should stand up for you.”

      “You did,” Elliot said.

      Theo’s expression grew pensive. “I guess I did. But I don’t want you to think I’m some hot head. I’m not.”

      “I didn’t think it even for a second,” Elliot said, quickly. There were people still out on the street, even at this late hour, and Elliot realized he should be conscious of how he and Theo walked close and how they were still holding hands. Where they were, it was a relatively safe neighborhood, but it was still Chicago. It had always been his fear, living in the city, that he would be attacked by someone trying to rob him, or worse. He feared getting beaten up for being gay. Yet he had Theo next to him, and Theo was someone who wasn’t afraid to stand up and face danger. Theo made him feel safe, and somehow that was enough to put aside those usual feelings of self-consciousness, of his embarrassment at being noticed.

      He moved his hand to grip tighter onto Theo’s hand, and he stepped closer to him as they walked. When Elliot smiled up at Theo, Theo returned the smile to him, and something funny shifted and flared to life in his chest, a heart palpitation that caught his breath. A warmth spread through him.

      “So you care about how I see you?” Elliot said.

      “Of course I do,” Theo said.

      Elliot smiled and bowed his head. Heat rose to his cheeks, but it wasn’t the usual kind he was used to. It wasn’t the heat of embarrassment. It was a flush of excitement. “I guess, you know, I should ask.” Then he stopped.

      Theo turned to him as they walked. “What?”

      “Well, you said ‘boyfriend’ back there.”

      Theo watched him, and Elliot returned his gaze. “Oh.” A small smile spread on Theo’s face. “Yeah, I guess I did,” he said. He raked a hand through his hair. “I didn’t like them talking bad about you. I wanted them to know you were with me. I mean, I don’t want—”

      Elliot spoke fast. “It’s okay. I’m not weird like that, or anything. I’m not turning this night into something that it’s not. So if you didn’t mean it like that, I mean, it’s cool, and—”

      Theo stopped walking, and he pulled Elliot close. “Shut up,” Theo said. He wasn’t mean about it. There was nothing mean about the expression on his face. What Elliot saw there was warmth, Theo’s passion.

      Elliot was in Theo’s embrace. Theo’s strong arms were around him. “Okay.”

      “Right now, I’m with you,” Theo said. “Tonight, I am with you.”

      Elliot swallowed. “And tomorrow?”

      “We’ll get there, and we’ll see.”

      “You’re not going to hurt my feelings if this is all there is.” Elliot tried to make it sound real as he said it, but there was a part of him that wanted tomorrow and that wanted the next day, the next month, and on.

      He was a guy who refused to get his hopes up. He didn’t want to let himself get sucked into this moment. If he hoped, it would only lead to pain.

      “We’ll just focus on right now,” Theo said. “And tomorrow, we’ll focus on tomorrow. Deal?”

      “Deal.”

      Theo kissed him, and Elliot let himself be kissed.

      Someone on the street, though, driving by, cat called and whistled. It wasn’t mean. It was just people being people. But it caused Theo to turn and look and break the kiss, and Elliot let himself believe he was being protective again. He was fine with that, and he felt safe. Then they walked on.

      They ended up at the mouth of an alleyway, and Elliot, Theo’s hand still in his, decided to be bold. He gripped Theo’s hand tighter and stopped walking so Theo was forced to stop too.

      “What?”

      “I have an idea,” Elliot said. He gave Theo’s hand a tug and led him deeper into the alley.

      “What’s going on?” Theo said with a smile.

      When they were out of the orange halo cast on the ground from the streetlights out on the sidewalk, Elliot moved in closer to him. “I want to kiss you again.” He brushed up close to Theo, and he lifted his lips up to touch his, and he kissed him. Theo kissed back, and he muttered something or moaned in pleasure. Elliot’s hands moved up to Theo’s back, the furrow in the small of his back where his spine was, shaped into a channel by the hard, cut muscles of his back. His hands were beneath Theo’s shirt and touching his skin, and he loved that he could touch his skin.

      Love.

      The word came to him unbidden.

      Again, he told himself it was too soon, it was impossible to fall in love so quickly. He didn’t believe love could happen in a night. That kind of thing didn’t happen in the real world. Especially not to guys like him, the old, familiar refrain. What he felt right now was driven by the pull of passion and nothing more. If Elliot was anything, he was a realist.

      But if he gained one belief tonight, after everything he’d experienced already, he let himself believe he could find more of that same kind of happiness, that same kind of pleasure, even if it was fleeting and for only tonight. And Theo was a willing partner.

      Elliot worked his hands beneath the waistband of Theo’s pants, and he thrilled at the idea of Theo wearing nothing beneath. He free-balled it, and for some reason, it turned Elliot on all the more. It was like a secret shared, something no one else but he and Theo knew in that moment. People saw Theo and looked at him, but Elliot was the one who shared this level of understanding with Theo. An intimacy of knowledge.

      He reached down deeper, still kissing Theo, and he kneaded the mounds of Theo’s ass. Such a perfect ass it was too. Theo did the same with him, touching the places beneath his clothing where so few had touched before. This was exciting. They were making out in public, in a place where anybody could walk up at any moment and see them. It caused Elliot’s cock to strain against the fabric of his jeans, and he reached around to the front of Theo’s pants to tug at the button. And just like that, Theo’s cock sprang out from hiding, touching against Elliot’s hand as he took Theo’s shaft in his palm and stroked.

      “Wait,” Theo said. He pulled away.

      Elliot looked at him, startled. “What’s wrong?”

      Theo put his hands on Elliot’s shoulders. He squeezed them. Elliot was sure this was going to end up as some kind of rejection, that Theo had finally come to his senses, and he was about to dump him here in the alleyway. As much as he believed himself the realist, this wasn’t something Elliot was prepared for, and he didn’t want to experience it, not so soon after the pleasure he experienced already. “I don’t want to do this here,” Theo said.

      “Am I doing something wrong?”

      Theo’s forehead wrinkled, and he shook his head. “No. No, not at all.” He rubbed Elliot’s arms, kneaded the flesh of his shoulders. Theo kissed him. “You’re better than this. I think you deserve more,” Theo said.

      Elliot’s confusion morphed into an odd smile on his face. “What does that mean?”

      “It means you’re not the type of guy who has sex in alleyways.”

      Elliot closed the distance between them with a hint of swagger. “Maybe I could be.”

      “No.” Theo was definite. “You’re not. The type of guy who sucks dick in an alley isn’t someone who believes in himself.” Theo smiled in a lopsided way, the corner of one mouth turned up, and he put his arm around Elliot. “You need to believe in yourself, and sex in an alley isn’t the way to do it.”

      Elliot allowed himself to be enveloped in Theo’s arm. His warm arm wrapped around his shoulders. “Okay,” Elliot said. “I can buy into that.”

      Theo did up his pants again. He put himself away, and as they exited the alley, Elliot didn’t feel rejected. In fact, for some reason, he felt even closer to Theo than before.

      Still, he put a hand on Theo’s ass as they walked, arm in arm, back toward Elliot’s building.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

        Theo

      

    

    
      After a short stroll, they ended up back at Elliot’s building, riding the elevator up to Elliot’s floor and down the now-silent hallway toward Elliot’s apartment. The whole way, they touched one another. Playful touches, suggestive touches. In the elevator, Theo pushed himself up against Elliot pressed into the corner of the elevator car, and they kissed. With each little movement, Theo enjoyed himself more and more.

      This was worth the money, he told himself.

      But that thought, the thought of money, left him hollow. He wasn’t sure why. This was supposed to be only a night of sex, a chance for a guy new to the scene to get his dick off with a stranger, a way for Elliot to peek out of his shell and experience life the way it should be experienced. Theo was doing Elliot a favor. And that favor was going to make it possible to move out and leave the disaster that was his broken life with Reid behind. He tried to stay cold about it, even as he giggled and touched Elliot in his hidden places. He wanted to remain detached.

      When he reacted in the diner and called Elliot boyfriend, he still wasn’t quite sure how to take it. It just came out. Sure, he played it off for Elliot when he asked about it. What else was he going to do? A conversation like that would have turned everything weird, and he wanted to be done with it quickly. He wasn’t even sure he was ready for a boyfriend again after the way Reid treated him. But Reid was a different beast. Reid was an asshole.

      Theo didn’t think Elliot was capable of the same cold, mean streak that Reid had. It simply was not in Elliot’s nature.

      The fact remained that boyfriend was his word. He said it, and it came out in the moment. Maybe what he told Elliot was right, maybe it was only his way of establishing the connection and making that connection mean something in the minds of Kurt and his idiot posse. A word driven by the desire to fight, not to fuck.

      Still, there was something to suggest that it was more than that. With Reid, every time Theo talked about their relationship with others, he spoke with a tentativeness, an unspoken question to Reid about the validity of their labels. With Elliot, Theo couldn’t deny it, saying the word boyfriend was almost natural in a way that it had never been with Reid.

      They were on the couch, reclining into the cushioned back, sitting next to one another, close enough that their shoulders were touching and their legs pressed tight together. Theo’s head was touching Elliot’s head.

      There were nights, times during the long stretch of nights after he found out Reid had moved on. Nights where he pressed another man up against the wall, bent him over a bed, or himself bent over. A virtual stranger, aside from a first wink in a bar and a bought drink. Those nights, he poured out all his rage against Reid into the ass of that stranger. He would leave his anger spilled out onto another man’s stomach or stained on a bed sheet, wiped away with a crusty towel kept on the side of the bed. It was his way of acting out, of taking back some of his lost control. When it came right down to it, he knew no other way.

      It was all an act. He’d been acting all his life. For as much as he acted like he was in control, as much as he built up the façade that he was a man of power, of strength, he really was a man who let himself be pushed and pulled along. He lived at the whims of other people.

      There was something different about tonight, though. Tonight, he was ready to shove his fist into the face of that guy, all because that guy made a comment about Elliot. He didn’t care that they thought he was some kind of prostitute. He cared that they said something about Elliot.

      And that was why this was so confusing to him. He found it confusing because it wasn’t all for show this time.

      Sitting like this next to Elliot was—how was it? He had to think about that as Elliot traced idle lines with a finger in the palm of Theo’s hand.

      Sitting with Elliot like this was comfortable. This was something he hadn’t experienced, not in a long time, anyway. Comfort. Real comfort.

      And maybe that’s all it was. A fresh feeling, something new. But in the early days with Reid, did he ever experience this level of comfort?

      “I recall I made a promise to you,” Theo said. He curled his fingers to grasp Elliot’s hand in his.

      Elliot turned to him, his lips together in a contented smile. “What’s that?”

      He grinned. “I’m supposed to be naked.”

      Elliot laughed. “That you are. You did promise, and I am one to hold you to those types of promises.”

      Theo leaned over and kissed Elliot. He pushed his tongue past the threshold of Elliot’s mouth, and he relished in that kiss. “I think you should help me,” he said.

      Elliot’s hands were on Theo’s chest, working at the buttons of his shirt. They still kissed. Elliot was getting more confident. Theo sensed it as a progression. It was there in how he pressed forward, how his hands seemed driven by their own need to put his hands on the skin beneath his clothing.

      But Theo finished the job before Elliot was able because he couldn’t wait any longer, and he pulled his shirt back over his shoulders and threw it billowing to the floor some feet away. Then Elliot was pushing him back. This came as a surprise to Theo, and he let out a laugh.

      “What?” Elliot asked. He didn’t appear embarrassed though. He was grinning wide.

      “I like this new you,” Theo said.

      Elliot moved closer. “I think I like it too.”

      Theo worked at the buttons on Elliot’s shirt. “It suits you,” he said. He pushed the fabric aside to put his hands on Elliot’s chest. Just as Elliot with eager hands, he, too, had a deep need to touch Elliot’s skin.

      But he gasped in air. Elliot had the front of Theo’s pants undone, and he was already grabbing his cock, stroking it hard as Theo took in deep, shuddering breaths.

      Then he leaned close to Theo and looked him in the eye. “I want you to fuck me,” Elliot said.

      He stared into Elliot’s warm, brown eyes, and he grinned. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure.”

      He kissed Elliot. “If you’re sure. I mean, I didn’t let anybody fuck me until I’d been out for almost a year. I was afraid.”

      Elliot laughed. “You? Afraid?”

      “Yeah. Don’t judge.” Theo laughed too. “I’d heard the stories about how it hurts the first time.”

      “Big, tough Theo, the guy who stood up to assholes in the diner, was afraid of a dick up his ass.”

      “What?” Theo playfully covered his face. “I said don’t judge.”

      Elliot grabbed Theo’s hands and moved them away. “I’m not judging.”

      Theo met Elliot’s gaze, and beneath the heat that was written in the way he stared, Theo saw he was telling the truth. He wasn’t judging him in any way. The way he looked at him was honest.

      Honesty that forced a moment of clarity.

      “You’re a good man,” Theo said.

      “And you are too.” He kissed him. “So good.” Then Elliot kissed him again, deeper, and Theo let himself go in the kiss. He helped Elliot stand, and Theo got out of the rest of his clothes. Soon they were both naked. As Elliot moved into the space of his arms, Theo couldn’t help the overriding sense of guilt over how this whole night came about. He knew he should tell Elliot. Elliot deserved to know.

      But right now, Elliot was kneeling in front of him, and the tongue on the head of his cock caused all ability for rational thought to fall away, and he was only able to curl his fingers in Elliot’s hair and throw his head back and moan.

      [image: ]

      “Are you sure you want to go through with this?” They were in Elliot’s bedroom, on his bed. He still had socks on, and he took them off to throw onto the floor.

      Beneath him, laying on his back, Elliot nodded. It was a shaky nod, a nervous nod. The look in his eye told him that Elliot was committed. He was ready.

      “All right. But you’re the one in control,” Theo said. “If you can’t take it, just say the word.” He bent down and kissed Elliot on the lips. “There are plenty of ways to finish that don’t require anal sex.”

      “I know,” Elliot said. “But I want to try it.”

      Theo nodded. “Some guys never try it, though, and that’s okay.”

      Elliot put a hand over Theo’s mouth. “Would you shut up and fuck me, already?”

      Theo laughed. “Okay, okay.” He reached over and grabbed a condom, and he stroked himself to full again as Elliot lay back on the bed and watched him, then he put on the condom. The lube came next, and he slicked his cock, then he squirted some onto his fingers. What worried him was hurting Elliot. He didn’t want Elliot to bear any pain. More important, he didn’t want Elliot to feel used like Theo, himself, so often did after Reid finished with him, when he lay there on the bed, on his stomach with the sense that his insides had somehow shifted, and Reid would get off him and walk into the bathroom to close the door to leave him all alone, not a word spoken between them. He wanted Elliot to enjoy it and experience it the right way, that inevitable bit of burn at the start, but then the pleasure.

      As Theo moved his lube-slick hand down to the crease between Elliot’s buttocks, Elliot spread and lifted so that Theo was able get to his rosebud hole. He touched lightly over Elliot’s hole and massaged to spread the lube. Then he carefully inserted a finger up to his first knuckle. Elliot’s mouth opened, and he gasped a quick breath.

      “You like that?” Theo said.

      Elliot’s breath shuddered. “Yes,” he said.

      He inserted his finger a little more, up to the second knuckle, and Elliot groaned on the bed. He spread his legs further. Theo bent down, still probing his anus with his finger. He took Elliot’s cock into his mouth. As he did so, he moved his finger further in.

      Elliot became vocal. Theo watched him, eyes turned up, as he sucked his dick. Elliot with his head thrown back so that the only part of his face visible was the curve of his chin above the mound of his heaving chest. He was careful, slow. He didn’t want Elliot to come too soon, so he stopped.

      When Theo let Elliot’s cock fall back to his stomach, Elliot stared up at him with eyes that begged: why did you stop? But Theo pushed Elliot’s legs up so that Elliot’s ankles were on either side of his shoulders, and he touched the head of his cock to Elliot’s hole.

      “You want this?” he asked him.

      Elliot said nothing. He only nodded.

      Theo teased a little with his cock head, and then he pushed slowly into the opening. Elliot’s mouth hung agape. His eyes were squeezed shut. “Oh fuck,” he said. That made Theo wait. When Elliot’s breathing evened out, he went in a little further, moving slow but somewhat steady as Elliot learned how to take him, until he was fully inside.

      Then Theo bent forward, Elliot’s legs spread wide, himself pushed deep inside. He hovered close to Elliot’s face and whispered. “Just relax. Get used to me. You’re in control.” He lowered to kiss Elliot’s lips. “Tell me when you’re ready.”

      Elliot watched him. They were inches apart from one another, eyes locked. While Theo was inside him physically, he also seemed to reach down as deep as this visual connection could go, as deep as one night together would allow. To Theo’s surprise, he discovered that it was much deeper than he thought possible, and that swell of emotion caused him to kiss Elliot one more time before Elliot said in a husky whisper, “I’m ready.”

      Theo moved his hips and let his cock slide out until almost the tip, then he pushed back in, an easy push where he took his time. Elliot’s hot, ragged breath lit on Theo’s cheek. His eyes were shut. In and out, slow and steady, he moved. He didn’t want to go too fast, not at the start. He wanted Elliot to know the pleasure of it more than the pain. There was pain. There was usually pain, but done right, it was outweighed by the pleasure, and Theo did everything possible to make it right.

      “Like this?” Theo whispered in a hoarse voice.

      “Yes. God, yes,” Elliot said. He whimpered, and Theo was certain he’d found Elliot’s prostate.

      That was enough to urge him on. He rose straight to his knees, gripping Elliot’s thighs for some leverage, and he moved a little faster, fucking Elliot with more speed, more friction. Elliot’s tight ass was perfect and so hot on his cock.

      “Faster,” Elliot said. “Oh God!”

      And Theo complied. He pistoned in and out, sweat building on his forehead from the exertion, but also from the pleasure, a gasping pleasure at how amazing it felt.

      He took Elliot’s cock in his hand, and he stroked it in time with each thrust he made inside Elliot’s ass. Elliot was stone hard, firm in Theo’s hand. As he picked up speed in the way he fucked Elliot, he stroked him faster. He spit onto Elliot’s cock to give it more lube.

      Before long, Elliot balled his fists into the bed sheets, and he pulled them up. He cried out, his voice echoing off the walls of the room, and he shot a hot, milky orgasm hard enough to land on his neck and coat his chest with the pearly drops.

      Then Theo felt it build inside his stomach. His entire body grew rigid, and he thrust as deep as he could go inside Elliot, and he came. His body trembled. He thought he might have made a sound to equal Elliot’s cry, but he couldn’t be sure. Then, it was over, and he fell forward into a heap on top of Elliot, his face buried into the crux of Elliot’s neck. He sandwiched the leftovers between them, and it mixed with the heavy sweat that coated his chest. He lay there, on top of Elliot, breathing hard, conscious of Elliot’s hands stroking his back and reaching up to his hair to twist and curl fingers as he breathed against Theo’s neck.

      Finally, Theo lifted enough to look at Elliot. Both of them laughed and took deep breaths. He pulled himself out from inside Elliot, and he rolled over to take the condom off his dick. He tied it off, and he tossed it onto the floor. They would clean up later. For now, he wanted to lay next to Elliot, his head close to Elliot’s, while he caught his breath.

      “You did good for your first time,” Theo said.

      “I had a good partner,” Elliot said. A hand still caught in Theo’s hair.

      “Did I hurt you?”

      “It hurt at first,” Elliot said. “I expected it to. You waited. I liked you inside me.”

      “Well,” Theo said, and he lifted to prop himself up on an elbow. “You’re a sweet piece of ass.”

      Elliot laughed out loud. “I can honestly say that is something I have never been called before.”

      He leaned over and kissed Elliot. “There are a lot of firsts tonight, huh?”

      “There sure is,” he said. “A night I won’t soon forget.”

      Theo laid back down, his head on the pillow next to Elliot’s. In many ways, he was new to all of this too. A fresh feeling like stepping outside on the first day of a warm spring after being stuck indoors all winter. This is how it was supposed to be.

      He lay on the bed, his hand on Elliot’s chest. Not long after, he fell asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

        Elliot

      

    

    
      Elliot woke up, and he realized he was naked. Of course, he was naked. He remembered everything that happened the previous night like it was a fever dream. But it had happened, and only a few hours ago, according to the clock. Morning light filtered in through the pulled shades, a finger of sunlight stretching across the bed.

      When he rolled over, he saw the sun reached up and across the strong shape of Theo’s back to enhance the hills and valleys of muscles. More muscle and the definition of muscle than Elliot had ever realized existed in a man’s back before. He had the urge to reach out and trace the straight line of Theo’s spine as it moved down to the mound of his buttocks that still covered partially by the sheets. There was still that part of Elliot’s brain that held on to this being a dream, that he was still asleep, sleeping alone. The way Theo’s skin glowed in the sunlight did nothing to dispel that chimerical, mythical sense of a dream state.

      Tentatively, he reached out and put a hand on Theo’s warm shoulder. Yes, this had happened. A silly sigh of relief. He was touching him as confirmation, and this all had really happened, and the giddy reality of it settled in upon him. In the space of one night, he’d gone from being a lost, scared boy to a real, out gay man, someone who had sex—hot sex—with a statuesque guy he never would have believed wanted to have sex with him. All of this was real. If he’d told himself twenty-four hours ago that he would wake up next to this man, he would have laughed himself out of the apartment.

      But there was no laughter. There was only the grinning confirmation that this was real.

      His stomach itched, and he rubbed at it to discover the dried flakes of left-behind semen. It was also still on his neck, and he brushed at it with his fingers. Part of him wanted to get up to clean off, but a larger part of him wanted to stay right there in bed, relishing in the warmth of Theo’s body next to him. He reached over and put an arm over Theo’s sleeping form, and he moved in closer to him. He put his nose next to Theo’s skin, and he breathed in the scent of his body, an earthy scent specifically Theo. After touching and tasting parts of this man’s body, he believed that it was now somehow part of him too, that he could pick that scent out in a crowd of people. As Elliot settled in, Theo stirred slightly. He didn’t seem to wake, but a hand curled into his own. Theo moved to lay on his side, his back to Elliot, and Theo pulled his arm closer to his chest so that the little hairs on his chest brushed against his wrist.

      It seemed odd to him that, not two days ago, he had been having a conversation with Brianna about this very thing, about wanting to wake up next to a guy who he really enjoyed spending time with.

      And now he’d done that. He enjoyed spending time with Theo. That was the thing. He genuinely liked Theo. He wanted to believe that Theo felt the same way.

      Before long, Elliot drifted to sleep again, comforted in the warmth of Theo’s naked body pressed up against his.

      When he woke again, Theo was no longer in the bed. The sound of the shower running drifted in from the bathroom, and briefly, Elliot thought about stepping into that shower behind Theo, conserve water, eke out one more moment of sex before Theo inevitably left the apartment.

      Would that be it? Would he hear from Theo again?

      God, he hoped so.

      Was that weird? Probably. But he almost didn’t care.

      Instead of getting into the shower, though, he went into the kitchen. Still naked, and he didn’t care. Maybe there was another aspect to what had happened last night. A night of hot sex, and he didn’t care that he was parading around his apartment naked. He never walked naked in his apartment, but this morning, he didn’t care. He wore his skin proud this morning. A new morning. He liked that he woke up this morning a different man.

      He decided to make coffee. Coffee was one thing he did keep well stocked in his apartment. He chose a single-cup pod of coffee, and he brewed himself a cup. Did Theo drink coffee? He pulled down a second cup just in case, and it struck him with a giggle that this was another new dilemma he faced. Morning matters with the guy he slept with. There were roommates in his history. He had them in college, but he had, of course, never slept with any of them. His past roommates weren’t even guys he wanted to sleep with. They were slovenly and gross, not that Elliot ever believed himself in a position to be all that picky. Not to mention, he wasn’t exactly out in college. Brianna knew, but that knowledge ended with her.

      So, having this question in mind, tending to the needs of another, of someone he spent the night with and had mind-blowing sex with, was one more thing new and exciting.

      His cup finished brewing, and he doctored it up the way he liked. He started to put away the coffee creamer, but then he stopped. Should he put a little out in case Theo wanted some? Should there be a little bowl of sugar? Maybe some artificial sweetener if he was an artificial sweetener type of guy? What was the protocol? What should he do?

      Maybe he should call Brianna. She would know.

      He was overthinking this. By a lot. He decided to leave it to chance.

      But that made him nervous too.

      Should he make breakfast?

      As if he even had the stuff to make breakfast. When was the last time he bought eggs at the grocery store? Would he have to buy eggs now? Once, there were bagels in the pantry, but, even if they were still there, they were probably old and very likely moldy.

      Somewhere a cell phone chirped. His phone? He looked around the apartment and into the living room where, on the coffee table, he saw the screen of a phone lit up. He padded over to it, and he glanced down. Without thinking, he picked up the phone, and he slid it open. There was no code lock, which was strange. And it was open to a set of text messages that ne never remembered sending...

      It wasn’t his phone. They had the same phone.

      Theo’s phone. With a text message on it. Immediately he put the phone back on the coffee table.

      He crossed his arms. The screen still lit. Guilt tugged at him as he caught himself turning his eyes down toward the screen. Messages that weren’t meant for him, but that he was still compelled to read.

      The screen was open to messages from Brianna. Her name was in the title bar, so he sat down on the sofa, and he picked up Theo’s phone again.

      
        
        I want all the details!

        

      

      The most recent message said.

      
        
        Was Elliot happy? Tell me you earned every penny of this money! :P

        

      

      Money? What did that mean?

      He put the phone back on the table, and he stared at it for a while longer until the screen went dark again.

      What did that mean? He was happy, sure, and it made sense Brianna would want to know about that. She was there after all. She saw them leave together. And there was no mystery about what had happened last night between them as it all began right there at the bar with her sitting at the same table.

      But money?

      He folded his arms into his lap as he sat on the couch, almost as if he hugged himself. An odd weight formed in his stomach.

      Dammit. He grabbed Theo’s phone off the table, and he slid it open. The screen was still open to Theo’s text messages from Brianna. God, Elliot felt like an asshole for doing this. He knew it. But the sight of his name over and over made him flip through the messages, the back-and-forth between Theo and Brianna that took place even a day before their meeting in the bar last night.

      When Elliot finished reading, the guilt was gone, replaced. He got up and went back into the kitchen.

      Theo came in. Elliot didn’t hear him, so when he heard his voice murmur behind him, he jumped.

      “Sorry,” Theo said with a smile. He wore only a towel, his skin glistening and slightly red after his shower. “I hope you don’t mind that I took a shower. I didn’t want to wake you.”

      “No, no. It’s fine,” Elliot said. He picked up his coffee and took a sip, because he didn’t know what else to do with his hands. The coffee cup trembled in his hand.

      Theo crossed his arms, and he fixed Elliot with an appraising look. “I like this look you have going on.” He moved closer to Elliot, and Elliot wanted to move away, but he was already standing at the counter.

      Theo’s hands caressed his skin. Elliot refused to put his coffee cup down as he looked up into Theo’s eyes, and he saw there the first glimmer that Theo understood something was wrong.

      He took in a breath to speak, but then he stopped. Theo studied him. “Your phone,” Elliot began. “You had a message.”

      “Oh,” Theo said. His shoulders lost a little tension. He glanced around the apartment, and he took notice of his phone over on the coffee table. “Yeah, I’ll get to it.” Theo’s hand was on Elliot’s naked hip and sliding up his side.

      Elliot still liked his touch. He took another sip of his coffee, and he turned out of Theo’s space and stepped out of reach. “Did you want some coffee?”

      “Sure. That’d be nice.” Theo took a step toward him, and Elliot stepped back.

      Elliot set his own cup aside, and when he turned around to make the coffee, Theo closed the space between them. His hands moved to Elliot’s stomach. The warm dampness of Theo’s freshly showered body pressed up against him. “You okay this morning?” Theo asked close to his ear.

      Elliot bowed his head, and he put his hands on the counter. “Theo, what did it mean about money?”

      “Huh?”

      “You really should put a lock screen on your phone. I thought it was mine. We have the same phone, remember?” He spoke fast, and he had to consciously tell himself to slow down. He sighed and put a hand to his mouth. “That message...,” he started. He pulled away from Theo, and he crossed his arms. “I mean, you really need to lock your phone down so someone can’t mistakenly pick it up and read your messages. As an IT professional, it’s important for me to pass on this piece of security information.” He was babbling, and he couldn’t look at Theo in that moment.

      “Okay,” Theo said. He reached out and put his hands on Elliot’s shoulders, but Elliot stepped away again.

      “I read those messages, Theo.” He swallowed hard. His body trembled. “I wasn’t snooping. They were open already.” God, was he about to cry? Tears gathered in his eyes, and he felt stupid for crying. “This was all a setup, wasn’t it?” he said.

      Theo didn’t say anything. He remained where he was, but he stood silent. “Um…” he said finally. Then Theo swallowed, the Adam’s apple in his throat working up and down. He moved to the other side of the kitchen to lean against the kitchen island. “I can explain—”

      Elliot squinted as he shot a hard look at Theo. “Explain? Please do.”

      Theo took a deep breath. “I saw Brianna a few days ago. You know, we’ve been friends forever. Since high school, but you knew that.”

      Elliot shifted. He waited for Theo to continue.

      “I told her about Reid and about how I needed money to get a new place.”

      Elliot didn’t hide his confusion. He still wasn’t sure what this had to do with him and why… then Elliot’s brow furrowed as the connections started into place.

      Theo ran his hand through his still-wet hair. “She said she had this guy—you—at work who was going through some stuff too. She talked about how you had a hard time meeting people.”

      Elliot took a breath, and he let it go. “What are you saying, Theo?” He needed to hear it.

      Theo looked to Elliot with wide eyes, scared eyes, and Elliot couldn’t decide if it was remorse or regret at being caught. “It was Brianna’s idea,” he said. “She’s the one who asked me.”

      “What did she ask you?”

      “I thought it was crazy at first too. I said no, but she pushed the issue.”

      “What did she ask you, Theo?”

      “She asked me if I wanted to earn some quick money by taking you out and showing you a good time.”

      Elliot closed his mouth and swallowed. He frowned. It was what he suspected, but that didn’t make it any easier to hear. “So she hired you.”

      Theo nodded.

      “She hired you to have sex with me.” A tear fell down his face. The realization of his words hit in in the pit of his naked stomach. He was naked, but he now he was more than that. Bare and laid open, as if someone had hollowed him out. That’s how it was. Then he scowled. “That guy at the diner last night. He was right. You are a prostitute.”

      “It’s not like that,” Theo said. He pushed off from the counter.

      “Isn’t it?”

      Theo reached for him, and Elliot pulled away.

      “I’m sorry,” Theo said. “It’s different than that. Elliot, please.”

      “How? How is it different?” Elliot’s voice echoed in the space of the kitchen. “Isn’t that the very definition of prostitution?”

      Theo’s mouth opened then closed. He crossed his arms in a mirror of Elliot standing a few feet away from him. He appeared drawn in on himself, smaller than he had at any other time since Elliot met him. “I’ve never done that before,” Theo said. His voice sounded small.

      “Oh, okay. That makes it all better then.” Sarcasm. The sound of it dropped from Elliot’s mouth to drip between them. Somehow, he managed it through the tears he couldn’t stop from spilling down his face. “I was your first foray into the world of paid sex. Thank you for that distinction. I can’t wait to tell my friends how my first time having sex with a guy was with someone who was paid to do it.”

      “Elliot, please—” Theo reached for him again, but Elliot flinched away.

      “God dammit, Theo! Stop!” He hit the counter, and he immediately regretted it. It hurt his hand. He cradled it then as he spoke.

      Theo stopped. He didn’t come any further.

      “I woke up feeling good about last night,” Elliot said. “I woke up feeling changed, more confident I think.” He searched for the words. He shook his head. “I thought this was something new.”

      “It is.” Theo’s voice came out at a higher octave. “I mean, you can feel good about last night.”

      Elliot pressed his lips together into a scowl. “Can I? I paid for sex.” He didn’t pay. It was Brianna. But that didn’t matter right then. “God, that makes me even worse than I was when this whole thing started.”

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      “Yes, it does!” Elliot wiped at the tears still burning at the corners of his eyes. “It makes me pitiful. I can’t even meet a guy on my own. Someone who I thought was my friend paid a guy to sleep with me. That’s what this is. Don’t you see? Did you really think this would go over well?”

      “You weren’t supposed to find out.”

      “Oh. Well, thanks. That makes it so much better.” Elliot turned away from Theo, and he walked down the hallway and into his bedroom.

      Theo followed behind him. When Elliot made it to his bedroom, he swung the door closed, but Theo caught it before it closed all the way.

      “I didn’t expect last night to go like it did,” Theo said.

      Elliot shook his head. “Just go.”

      “I mean it. I thought I was doing Brianna a favor before this whole thing happened.”

      “I said GO!”

      “I never expected you to be somebody I really like.”

      That caused a pause as Elliot stared hard at Theo. Tears were in Theo’s eyes too, and his lip trembled.

      “Elliot,” Theo said. His voice was small, defeated. “Please.”

      But Elliot shook his head. “Get. The. Fuck. Out.”

      Theo stood for a moment. He shifted his weight and then nodded. He stepped into the room, causing Elliot to take a step backward, but then he realized Theo was only going for his socks still on the floor of Elliot’s bedroom.

      Elliot turned then, turned away from Theo, and he sat down on the bed. He heard Theo moving through his apartment, getting dressed.

      Then, a few minutes after, he heard from the living room, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I never wanted it to turn out like this.”

      Elliot said nothing in return. He simply sat on the edge of his bed. And, after Theo closed the door to the apartment, he bowed his head into his hands, and he cried.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

        Theo

      

    

    
      Theo got the call a few hours after leaving Elliot’s apartment. He was standing in the middle of the bedroom that he once shared with Reid, and he was tossing his shit by the handfuls into a moving box. Right now he was going through the shirts he had, tossing aside those that he associated most with Reid, and keeping only the ones that meant nothing, that were devoid of feeling. He didn’t care about sorting it.

      Packing was a kind of respite. Packing and looking at all his stuff, busying his brain with figuring out what to keep and what to toss kept his mind off Elliot and the look on his face when Theo left his apartment this morning.

      That look was hard for him to forget. Every time it flashed into his mind, it hurt his heart a little more. Earlier, he threw a coffee cup into a box and heard it break as he tried to push that expression out of his mind. He didn’t even care that it had broken. So he focused on the task at hand. He only wanted to get it all boxed up and ready to move out. Everything was changing for him, and he needed to get it over with, rip it off like a sticky Band-Aid on a hairy arm—a flash of pain then over.

      When his phone rang, he glanced at it. Brianna.

      He continued to pack, and he let the phone ring, followed soon after by the ding to signal a message left. He didn’t bother to pick it up to listen to the message. Brianna was the one who got him into this mess. It was her idea that caused all this. She was the reason he felt like an insignificant douche right now. Insignificant and worthless and cheap. He hated this, and worse, he was powerless to do anything to change it.

      At the moment, Brianna was the last person he wanted to talk to.

      The one he wanted to talk to was Elliot, but Elliot didn’t want to talk to him. And why would he? Elliot was right. Elliot had every right to react like he did. As that thought entered his mind, he realized he had a t-shirt he’d had since high school wadded up in his hands, wringing it like a dishrag. He tossed the shirt in a box to move.

      God, the tears. It wasn’t the first time that day that the memory of the tears sliding down Elliot’s face made him almost want to cry too, or to hit something, or both. He was the cause for Elliot’s tears, and that made him feel the worst.

      Elliot experienced something with him. Something good. But, for that stretch of midnight hours, Theo experienced something good too. For the first time in a long time, a little spark of his old self began to wake. A giddy feeling, excitement, the way he was the night he met Reid before he figured out who Reid really was. He thought he’d long since forgotten how to feel that way, but Elliot reminded him.

      Then it all came crashing down. In the space of a moment, gone.

      There was a knock at the door. Theo stepped over a stack of his books and made his way down the hallway and into the living room. The living room had its own share of little bombs that had gone off as Theo rifled through books and magazines and just the general crap that he and Reid had gathered over the course of their rocky relationship. He’d gotten his stuff out, and he’d decided not to bother cleaning up the stuff that belonged to Reid. Reid made a mess of his life, so why shouldn’t Reid have to do some of the grunt work of cleaning up after he was gone?

      He peered out through the peephole.

      Brianna.

      Fuck.

      He leaned against the door, and he debated whether or not to even open it.

      She knocked. “Theo, I know you’re in there. I saw you peep the hole.” She pounded on the door again.

      With a sigh, he finally undid the top lock and twisted open the doorknob. “What?” he said when he saw her. She was dressed casually with her hair pulled back into a blond ponytail.

      She tilted her head. “Is that any way to greet me?” She was kind of playing. Theo could read it in her voice. She pushed past him and came into the apartment. Theo really had no choice but to let her in, so he gave her the sweeping arm gesture for entry, and then he closed the door. When he turned around, she had already thrown down her purse. She looked around the living room and then turned back to him. “So what the fuck happened, dude?”

      “Is that any way to greet me?” He crossed his arms.

      She put her hands on top of her head as if she was holding it all in place. “Stop it.”

      “What the fuck do you think happened?” Theo said.

      “You got caught,” she said.

      “Because of you! Dammit, Brianna.”

      She stood like stunned. “But—”

      “You’re the one who let him know.”

      “What? How?” She looked genuinely surprised.

      “I guess you didn’t talk to him?”

      “I tried,” she said. “He’s not talking to me right now.”

      “Do you blame him?” Theo was hit with another flash of Elliot’s broken-hearted expression again, and it made him flop down to sit on the couch.

      Brianna moved over to a chair, the chair that he and Reid had bought during a trip down to Guadalajara one summer, six months after they started dating and Theo had finally moved in with him. There actually was a time when Reid treated him like he was a worthwhile human being and not another piece of furniture barely a step above the chair that Brianna sat in now. She said, “When you texted me last night, you said everything was going great.”

      “It was. Everything was—” He felt his lip tremble, but he shoved it down. “We were great. We had a lot of fun. He’s really a good guy.” He covered his face. “God, I feel like such an ass!”

      “Theo, come on,” she said. His reaction seemed to catch her off guard. She watched him with a frown on her face like she wasn’t sure what else to say—which was a first for her. The way she studied him made him conscious of how he was acting, letting his feelings show like this. He never even cried when he found out about Reid, but now that level of emotion bubbled close to the surface, and it was all he could do to stop it from happening.

      “It was your message this morning that tipped him off,” Theo continued. “I was in the shower, and he read my phone.” Theo stared at a pile of Reid’s shit tossed on the floor. Why did today feel like he was being broken up with twice?

      “I sent that at ten this morning. I figured you were already home by then.”

      “Yeah, well, I wasn’t. I spent the night with him.”

      She furrowed her brow. “Really? The whole night?” She sat back in the chair. “Huh. I didn’t think you would actually go through with that. I figured you’d have your way with him then go home.”

      “Yeah, well…”

      Brianna’s shoulders dropped. “Well, shit.”

      “Yeah, shit.”

      They sat in silence for a moment. He thought maybe he should offer her something to drink, but he really didn’t want to. And he didn’t feel like she deserved it after spilling everything on him and putting him through it all.

      Why did he feel this way? It was a one-night stand. That’s all it was ever supposed to be. Honestly, he felt worse about last night than he did about this whole mess with Reid. Reid was a prick. Elliot deserved better.

      It must have registered on his face, because Brianna sighed and leaned toward him, and she put a hand on his knee. “I’m sorry,” she said.

      Theo only shrugged and shook his head. He still frowned. He rubbed his face again, and he tried to move past as best he could. He sat forward.

      Brianna seemed to take in the living room for a second time. It was a bright, airy apartment with high ceilings. Usually it was spotless. Today it was a mess. She looked at all the boxes of Theo’s stuff and everything else that belonged to Reid left untouched. “Wow, so this is really happening. You guys are finally splitting up.”

      “Yup.” Theo kicked at a half-full box next to the coffee table. “I’m supposed to be out by Wednesday, but the sooner the better. I should have everything ready to move on Monday.”

      “Shit,” she said again. She huffed a breath up to her forehead that tossed her bangs out of her eyes. “You got your place lined up yet?”

      Theo only answered her with a noncommittal shrug.

      Brianna studied him, and then she swatted his knee where she’d touched it only moments ago. “I thought you’d at least be jumping for joy to get away from this prick you called a boyfriend.” she said. “For too long, if you ask me.”

      “No. I mean, yeah. This was a long time coming.” He glanced around the apartment.

      After a second, Brianna scooted to the edge of her chair and stared. He knew that look.

      He met her blue eyes with his. “I’m fine. Don’t do anything stupid. I’ll be fine.”

      “What? I didn’t say anything.”

      “You’re thinking something. Something is cooking around in that blond head of yours.”

      “What did Elliot say to you this morning?” she asked.

      “He was hurt. He threw me out. There wasn’t a lot of heart-to-heart after he read your text messages.”

      As Theo spoke, Brianna kept watching him until he stopped looking at her. “You were hurt too.”

      “You think?” He threw up his hands. “Yes. Okay.”

      “You liked him.”

      “What do you want me to say?”

      She sighed. “How much?”

      “Enough!” He shouted. She didn’t back down. “I liked him enough, okay?”

      She didn’t press it any further. She only sighed and frowned and touched him again. “Shitty day, I guess.”

      “No kidding.”

      “Well, if it will make you feel better, you fulfilled your end of the bargain.” She reached for her purse. “I’m still going to pay you. That’s why I’m here.”

      Theo shook his head. “Keep it.”

      “What?” She had her purse open on her lap, but she stared at him.

      “I don’t want the money.”

      “I thought you needed it.”

      “I do, but…” Theo sighed. “I’m making some changes. I don’t want to live like this anymore.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      Theo shrugged. “I guess I’m going to do what my father wants me to do. I’m going to join the Navy or something.” He mocked his father’s voice. “Get some discipline.”

      Brianna shook her head. “Get out of here.”

      Theo didn’t say anything.

      “Weren’t you the one who said you never could see yourself in the military? You’re not your brother, Theo. He’s the one who went to high school, wearing camo pants. He’s the military kid, not you. You cut up a pair of his camo pants and wore them as hot pants to gay pride one year.”

      Theo half smiled. “So many guys grabbed my ass that year that I actually had bruises,” he said. “You were jealous.”

      She rolled her eyes. “It was pride. The only ones who wanted my ass were the lesbians.”

      Theo sighed. “Anyway, I don’t feel like I have a choice now.”

      “You always have choices.” She stood up. “You can take my money.”

      “I’m not going to take your money.”

      “Then you’ll just have to stay with me.”

      Theo stared at her for a long moment, and then his eyes narrowed. “What if I’m mad at you right now?”

      “Get over it.” She put her hands on her hips and squared off with him. “You can be mad at me all you want, and God bless the military, but it's not for you. I’m not going to let you throw your life away and do something you’ll regret doing even a month from now.”

      Theo crossed his arms, and Brianna bent over and stared harder at him.

      “You’re not going to give in to your father, Theo. I may be an asshole to you right now, but I’m still your friend. I will always be your friend. Your father is never going to change.”

      This was a no-brainer, he knew. “Well, you’re an asshole,” he said, though.

      “I’m your asshole,” she said.

      That broke through and made Theo grin.

      She grinned, too. “Yeah, I said it. You heard me.” She mock clocked his chin with her fist. He turned away from her, but the walls were already coming down. She turned and dropped down next to him on the couch. “And I’m a pretty asshole. I wear it well.”

      When he didn’t respond, she bumped him with her shoulder.

      Theo bumped her back.

      Then Brianna shoved her shoulder into him even harder. Hard enough that it forced a bigger smile to squirm onto Theo’s lips.

      “Whatever,” Theo said. He still had his arms crossed, but he laid his head on Brianna’s shoulder. “I better have my own bathroom.”

      “Bitch, please. It’s a three-story townhome. I have five bathrooms.” She held her hand up like checking her nails. “I don’t think I’ve even seen three of them past the day they showed me the place.”

      Theo turned his eyes to the ceiling, but he laughed. “You crazy-ass rich people.”

      She clicked her tongue. “I know, right?”

      They sat that way for several minutes until Theo let out a long breath. “Why’d you set me up with him?” The pain in his heart was back.

      “Who else was I going to set you up with?” she said. There was something in her voice, in how she spoke to him. Inevitability.

      “I have no idea what I’m going to do,” he said.

      She reached up and patted his head. “You’re going to figure it out. Trust me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

        Elliot

      

    

    
      The interview was at eleven on Monday. Elliot finished by twelve thirty, and he rode an elevator down to the IT department and strode through the IT dungeon’s double doors. Someone had pasted a paper sign over the doors that read, Abandon hope all ye who enter here…

      When he reached his cubicle, he fell back into his chair. The rest of the IT department was out on work calls or at lunch for some of them. He was famished. Food was purposely avoided all morning, though. All he’d had since he woke up was a cup of coffee and a small piece of bagel. He was sure he would throw up before the interview due to nerves. He even went into the bathroom and bent over the toilet when he thought he had the first rumbles of nausea.

      But he didn’t throw up. And for him, that was saying something.

      The interview left him feeling good, hunger notwithstanding. He was nervous. Of course, he was nervous. There was one point where he even noticed his hands trembled, so he held them beneath the desk and out of sight. He still managed to keep the shake from his voice and answered each question with a surprising confidence. Many of the questions were technical, and he breezed through those. Network settings, how he would handle various employee situations, the process for prioritizing technical requests. No surprises, and the typical questions he expected in an interview for the head of an IT department. When he left the interview, the woman winked and smiled at him. That was probably the most embarrassing part of the interview, and his cheeks grew hot as he blushed.

      “You did well,” she said to him. She shook his hand, and he thought she held on a little long.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “I mean it. You’re a pro at this stuff.”

      He blushed even harder, enough to make her laugh.

      Before she gathered up her file folders and put them into a briefcase, she leaned toward him. “You should learn how to take a compliment,” she said.

      And that reminded him of Theo. Not for the first time, either.

      Theo was on his mind a lot all weekend. Elliot caught himself daydreaming of Theo. When he sat at his computer, Theo was there on his mind. He could only log onto Beasts of War for a short bit on Sunday, because it reminded him of Theo. In his kitchen, Theo. Even when he laid down on his bed, Theo was there, hovering like a ghost in his room. He almost slept on the couch last night, because he was sure he could still smell Theo on the pillow next to his head. One night together, and suddenly Theo was like the chorus of a song he couldn’t stop singing over and over in his head.

      The interview was over; the job could pretty much be his if he wanted it. He should be happy about that.

      But he felt hollow. And sad. He sat at his desk, his arms on his desk, and his tablet sitting dark in front of him. He didn’t feel like doing much.

      He missed Theo.

      You can have anything you want if you’re willing to give up the belief that you can’t have it. And there was Theo once again, his spoken words of wisdom.

      He believed he could do this job he interviewed for. He believed he could do it in his sleep.

      But is it what he wanted? Was this job really that special anything he could have? That’s what he wasn’t sure about.

      Theo was right. The only reason he couldn’t compete in what his heart really told him to do was because he was too afraid to put himself out there. Dammit, Theo.

      “You’ve been avoiding me.”

      She still startled him, though he was expecting to hear her voice at some point today. Elliot looked up to find Brianna standing in the entrance to his cubicle with her arms folded.

      He sighed and he sat rigid. “Don’t you think there’s a reason for that?” he said.

      She sighed, and she came further into his cubicle to lean against his desk. “Yes, I do. And I deserve it.”

      He was sure she would put up more of a fight, that she would lay out her reasons for doing what she did. He didn’t expect her to give in so easily. Dammit, Brianna.

      “Okay then,” he said.

      “Will it help if I say I’m sorry?”

      Elliot turned in his chair and put his arms back on the desk. He flipped up the corner of some papers on his desk with his thumb. He wasn’t looking at her. “I don’t know if I’m ready for an apology yet.”

      She bent down then, and she pushed him by the shoulder to turn his swivel chair. “Ell, I’m sorry. Okay?

      Elliot shook his head and wiped at his eye. There were no tears, but he felt the need to check. “Why did you do it?”

      “God, it was stupid,” she said.

      He didn’t have an answer to that. He didn’t feel there needed to be one.

      She said, “All I wanted was for you to have a fun night for once.”

      “So you paid a guy to have sex with me.” He frowned.

      “Not just any guy,” she said.

      No, he wasn’t just any guy. He was Theo, and Elliot had to admit that the night was pretty damn fun. But he leaned back in his chair and pulled away from her. “Do you know how worthless it makes me feel?”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. She opened her mouth then closed it, and she propped her elbow up on his desk, her head leaning into her hand. “I didn’t think that part through. I admit that.”

      “Yeah, you didn’t.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said again.

      He didn’t say anything.

      “Geez, Ell. You know I love you. Worthless is the last thing I wanted you to feel. I never wanted to hurt you.”

      “Well, it did.”

      “I know, and I feel like shit about it.”

      “You should.”

      “You’re right. I should.”

      He watched her face. He searched it for any sign that she was being smug, trying to brush this under some rug as if it didn’t matter. But he saw none of that. There was even a gathered tear at the corner of her eye. The tension built up in his shoulders started to loosen, and he clicked his tongue. “Whatever,” he said. “You’re being far too agreeable. I wanted to yell at you, but you’re taking all the fun out of it.”

      She narrowed her eyes with a strange smile. “What does that mean, exactly?”

      “It means I’m not mad, okay? I should still be mad. I should make you take me out to an expensive dinner and buy me all kinds of stuff as penance, but I’m not.”

      She touched his arm. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      The tear at her eye spilled, but only because she smiled and it squeezed the corners of her eyes. She reached out and hugged him, and Elliot hugged her back. “I thought I was helping,” she said into his ear.

      “I know. And you were probably right. I probably wouldn’t have found the nerve to do anything like that on my own.”

      After they separated, she smiled up at him and touched the side of his face with her hand. “You’ll find a guy, and you’ll do it all on your own,” she said. Then she tilted her head. “Well, I may have a couple others that I think you should check out.”

      “Stop,” he said. But he laughed.

      Brianna laughed too. She took in a deep breath and let it out, then she stood up. “I heard the interview went well,” she said.

      “Yeah, it did.” It came as no surprise to him that she had already checked up on him. “It went better than I thought it would. I thought I’d be a lot more nervous.”

      She touched his shoulder. “You’re a pro at this stuff, Ell. It’s no shock you weren’t nervous. Not to me.”

      He tried to appear happy, but he couldn’t. There wasn’t much he felt like smiling about, and Brianna cocked her head as she studied him.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He blew out a breath and met Brianna’s gaze. “Would you be mad if I said I didn’t want the job?”

      She shifted where she stood against the desk and crossed her arms. “What? Why? I keep telling you. You’re so perfect for that job.”

      “But I think I want something else. I don’t know. I think now’s the time to do it.”

      “Do what?”

      Heat rose into his cheeks, but this time, he forced it back down. He met Brianna’s gaze with confidence. “I want to make games,” he said. “I think I can be really good at it.”

      Brianna considered. Her reaction wasn’t one of laughter. That was a good thing. There was no reason for him to expect she would react by mocking his decision, but an internal voice, the voice that always kept him back from pursuing these things, told him she and anybody else who heard he had dreams would only find them silly. But she didn’t. Instead, her expression was that look she got when she talked business. “Game making. Have you done anything toward that?”

      “Yeah, I have. I have a lot of stuff at home that I’ve been working on.”

      Brianna lifted her chin, a finely plucked eyebrow raised. “When can you show it to me?”

      Elliot furrowed his brow. “Why do you want to see it?”

      “Elliot, if there’s one thing you need to learn about me if you don’t know already is that I am fiercely loyal to the people important in my life. You’re part of a very elite group, whether you like it or not.” She grinned. “There’s a reason I made you stay up late with me all those nights during college, and it wasn’t because I needed help with my chemistry homework.”

      “Pfft. You helped me just as much.”

      “I know people. Show me what you can do, and I’ll make a few calls.”

      He sat up straight. “Really? You’d do that?”

      “As if I wouldn’t. Elliot, I’m hurt.” She was joking. He saw it in how she grinned at him. “Look, all I want to do is see the people I care about live amazing lives.” She put an arm around him. “You deserve to be happy.”

      He let himself be drawn once again into an embrace, and when it was over, she tilted her head and paused to examine him.

      “So what brought this sudden change on?” she asked.

      Elliot shrugged. “A conversation with somebody this weekend.”

      “Uh huh.” She took this in with a nod. He wasn’t sure if she could tell he was thinking about Theo.

      Then he squinted. “So how much did you pay Theo to sleep with me?”

      Brianna straightened, but she took the sudden change of subject in stride. “I offered $5,000.”

      “Wow,” he said with a scoff. “High class stuff.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said. She shot a glance back at Elliot. “He didn’t take the money.”

      Elliot’s eyes widened. “What do you mean?”

      “He felt bad, and when I tried to give him the money, he turned it down.”

      That didn’t mesh with what Theo had told him the morning he found out about this whole ridiculous arrangement. “I thought he needed that money for his new place,” he said.

      “He did,” Brianna said.

      Elliot sat back and rubbed his chin. He was unable to explain the sudden rise of panic bubbling up from his stomach. “What’s he going to do now?”

      Brianna looked at Elliot, and she squinted. A gleam in her eye. Then she took in a breath and blew it out. “He said he’s going to do what his dad wants.”

      “What?” He shook his head. “No. Doesn’t his dad want him to join the military?”

      Brianna snapped her shrewd gaze back to Elliot. “Seems that way.”

      Elliot shook his head. He remembered the conversation they’d had about it, the look on Theo’s face when he mentioned that idea as a possibility. Elliot stood up. “Are you going to stop him?”

      Brianna held her hands up. “What am I supposed to do? He’s made up his mind.”

      Elliot crossed and uncrossed his arms, and then he fixed Brianna with another concerned stare. “Well, somebody should talk to him.”

      “Don’t you think I tried?” Brianna said. She checked her watch. “He’s probably moving his stuff out right now.”

      “What’s his address?” Elliot asked.

      “What?”

      “Just tell me his address. I’m going to talk to him.”

      She pulled out her phone and flipped through it. “You better hurry,” she said as she thumbed over her screen.

      “I know,” Elliot said. He was already picking up his bag and closing the lid on his laptop. “That’s why I’m going now.”

      Brianna wore a confident smile on her face as she gave Elliot the address. “So what are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know,” Elliot said. “I’ll figure it out when I get there. I’m going to stop him.” He started out of his cubicle, but then he stopped. “Oh, um. I’m going to need the rest of the day off. That cool with you, boss lady?”

      Brianna laughed. “Go. Hurry.”

      Elliot turned and ran for the doors of the dungeon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

        Theo

      

    

    
      Theo was putting boxes into his car, stuffing them into the back seat. The trunk was full already, and he had as much in the backseat as would fit. The only space left was in the front seat of his car, and he still had two more boxes that he was somehow supposed shove in there. He had a lot of crap to stuff in a small car. It was a two-load job. Two trips to Brianna’s place to drop boxes off was probably the smart thing to do, but he didn’t want to prolong this any longer than it had already taken. He was determined to make it work.

      The day had warmed. The sun was high in the sky, and sweat poured down his face. It was going on two in the afternoon, and Theo had taken off his shirt to hang in the waistband of his jeans as he walked back in through the propped-open back door to their brownstone. He couldn’t park closer. There were too many cars there already, so he’d had to lift and carry those heavy boxes half a block from the door. At least this meant he didn’t have to hit the gym later.

      When he reached the third-floor landing of the building, he thought he heard something coming from inside the apartment. He’d left the door open, which was stupid, he knew in retrospect. It was Chicago, and an open door was an open invitation for practically anybody to just walk in. Part of him let it go, though, with the thought that the majority of his stuff was already squeezed into every square inch of space in his car, so if people wanted to steal stuff, they’d be stealing Reid’s and not his. Still, he should probably go in there and stop them.

      In the doorway to the apartment, he stopped when he saw the back of some guy standing in the middle of their living room.

      A back of a guy that looked familiar.

      “Uh, excuse me. Can I help you?” Theo said. His blood quickened in his veins and roared in his ears.

      The guy turned around and caused his heart to leap.

      Elliot.

      Until he reminded himself how they left one another over the weekend. “Um, hello,” Theo said. “What are you—”

      “Shut up,” Elliot said. He dropped the bag slung over his shoulder onto the floor.

      Theo sighed. “If you’re here to yell at me, I already talked to Brianna—”

      Elliot interrupted him again. He moved forward in two wide steps, and he smashed his lips against Theo’s, both of Elliot’s hands on the side of his face. Theo only accepted the kiss. He wanted to accept it. He sank into it and moved his arms around Elliot’s waist.

      God, did he want this kiss.

      “You stupid man,” Elliot said after they finished and he stood close to Theo, his hands still on his face.

      “No argument there,” Theo said, catching his breath.

      Elliot laughed. “You’re not joining the Navy,” he said.

      Theo took a step back. He was close to the wall, and he leaned with his back against it. “You talked to Brianna,” he said.

      “Of course I did.” Elliot moved with Theo and still stood close enough that their legs were touching. “You should have taken the money.”

      Theo shook his head. “It’s not that simple,” he said.

      “Yes, it is.”

      “No, it’s not.” Theo looked directly into Elliot’s generous brown eyes. “It’s ridiculous, I know, but I don’t want to cheapen that night.”

      Elliot smiled. “Five-thousand dollars isn’t that cheap. I think I’m a little proud of that in some weird way.”

      Theo’s turn to smile. “What?”

      “A night with me to show me a good time was worth $5,000.”

      The smile fell a little from Theo’s face. “It was a good time,” he said. “That’s why I didn’t take the money. I feel bad about even having that kind of arrangement.”

      “You’re not a bad person, Theo.”

      “And you’re worth more than some measly $5,000,” Theo said.

      Elliot tilted his head. “I think that’s the most flattering thing anyone has said to me.”

      Theo said nothing in return. He simply watched Elliot. There was a fluttering in his chest, a feeling that he hadn’t had for a year and a half now, and it took him by surprise. He enjoyed seeing Elliot’s face. It was a pleasing face, a gorgeous face that he was glad he now was gifted the time to see it by the light of day. His was a face he wanted to memorize, to know.

      “You’re not joining the Navy,” Elliot said again.

      “Why?” Theo asked.

      “Look, we might not work out. We might hate each other in six months. I don’t know. A year from now, we could look back at this moment and think God, if only we’d known then…” Elliot shook his head. “I don’t care. We can find out. This is probably stupid and way too fast, but I don’t care. I don’t know how these things work. I’m totally new at all of this.”

      Theo leaned closer to Elliot. He put his hands on his shoulders. “What are you trying to say?”

      “I’m saying that you can just stay with me.” Elliot met Theo’s gaze with an expression of certainty. Of finality. There would be no argument.

      Theo didn’t want to argue. He wanted to breathe this man in, to lay him down, to pick his bones clean. He wouldn’t turn away from him, and he didn’t want to ruin the moment by saying something dumb. His mouth probably wouldn’t work right anyway.

      “Maybe it’s stupid,” Elliot continued. “I’m probably stupid and inexperienced for even letting myself say this—this is my first time ever having something like this to say to a guy like you, to any guy—” Elliot swallowed. “But I feel something for you.”

      “You’re not stupid,” Theo said. It came out in a husky whisper. He moved even closer to Elliot’s face, close enough to kiss him. There was no denying it. It had been there since their one night together. It was too soon, he told himself. This couldn’t be love. Love didn’t happen that quickly, did it? But Lord if whatever it was he felt right then didn’t make him dizzy. “I feel it too,” he said.

      Then they kissed, and they ended embraced in each other’s arms.

      “Okay, Roomie,” Elliot said. He was grinning. His breath lit upon Theo’s cheek.

      “Okay, Roomie,” Theo repeated. His lips brushed Elliot’s, and they kissed yet again. “Should we talk about rent?”

      Elliot’s grin widened. “I got a few ideas about how you could pay rent,” he said.

      “So rent is worth $5,000, then?” Theo grinned.

      “If that’s only one night, maybe ten. Twenty.” Elliot put his hands on Theo’s naked chest. “And I may need a security deposit.” Elliot surprised Theo by reaching down and grabbing his crotch, and Theo laughed.

      Theo kissed him again. “First and last month’s rent?”

      “You bet. And an application processing fee.”

      Theo laughed. “I owe you a lot already, it seems.”

      “We better start working off that debt then.” Elliot pushed up against Theo, and they kissed yet again, this time long and deep until both of them had to stop for a breath. There was no more negotiation after that.

      The deal was sealed.

      But Theo paused. “So, Brianna didn’t tell you everything, did she?”

      Elliot’s brow crossed. “What do you mean?”

      Theo laughed. “She was going to let me move in with her.”

      For a long moment, Elliot stared at Theo. Then he shook his head with a grin. “She neglected to disclose that piece of information.”

      “I think we’re being manipulated,” Theo said.

      Elliot smiled as he pressed his lips to Theo’s. “This time, I don’t care.” He put his arms around Theo’s neck, and they kissed again.

      And they kissed a lot.

      “What the fuck is going on?” The voice interrupted them, and Theo turned to find Reid in the doorway of the apartment, his roller bag standing on the landing behind him.

      Theo turned back to Elliot, and he burst out laughing. After a moment, Elliot joined in the laughter.

      Reid wasn’t laughing.

      “Elliot, this is Reid. Who wasn’t supposed to be back until Wednesday,” Theo said.

      Elliot glanced to Theo. “He’s the asshole?”

      “The one and only,” Theo said. He grabbed one of the remaining two boxes that held his stuff. “We were just leaving,” Theo said to Reid.

      Elliot gathered his bag and flung it over his shoulder. Then he lifted the last of Theo’s boxes. He struggled a bit with it in his arms, but he recovered. “Yeah,” Elliot said to Reid. “We had to work out the living arrangements.”

      “Sorry about the mess,” Theo said as he passed Reid still in the doorway of the apartment. Not sorry. “Larry can help you clean it up, I’m sure.”

      Theo turned to wait for Elliot out on the landing. As he passed Reid, Reid lifted his chin. “You know he’s a stripper, right?” Reid said to Elliot.

      Elliot lifted his own chin. “Well, I hear you’re a lawyer, so...” He shrugged. Then he turned and grinned at Theo as they both left Reid behind, still standing in the doorway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        Elliot

      

    

    
      Elliot found Theo in the bathroom—their bathroom now in what used to be Elliot’s apartment. It was a shared bathroom, a shared apartment going on three months now—each day the giddy beginnings of a shared life. Even after that amount of time, seeing Theo in this space still filled him with excitement that skipped his heartbeat and caught his breath.

      Theo had a towel around his waist and his skin wet and flushed pink from the shower that still fogged the edges of the mirror. He stood, brushing his teeth and flexing an arm like he admired himself and the bulge of his bicep, turning his arm to see how his triceps flexed. Then he turned to the side and bent his body enough to define each abdominal muscle and the strong ripple of the oblique muscles along his ribcage. When he found Elliot watching him, his face turned red, and he grinned bashfully with a sudsy toothpaste mouth. “You little spy,” Theo said, his mouth still wrapped around the toothbrush so that it came out mumbled.

      “Admirer,” Elliot said. “Spy is such an ugly word.” Elliot wore a shirt and tie. He had already showered. His suit jacket lay on the still-messed bed.

      When Theo bent over to spit in the sink, Elliot moved in behind him, and he gripped the edge of the towel to pull it off. Theo rose to standing again, and he leaned back into Elliot’s arms as Elliot reached around, grinning into the mirror, and touched Theo’s cock.

      “What’s this an example of?” Elliot whispered in Theo’s ear.

      “A boyfriend who wants to get pounced on and have his hair messed up before his big presentation,” Theo said.

      “No, I mean what I’m doing.” He gave Theo’s cock gentle strokes until it grew firm in his hand.

      Theo sighed, and his hands reached back behind him to Elliot’s sides. “Trying to make me late for class,” Theo said. His breath was heavy.

      Elliot kissed Theo’s neck. “In terms of Newton’s third law,” he said.

      “Force pairs,” Theo huffed. His hands pulled Elliot’s shirt from his waistband, and Elliot flinched and giggled when he touched the skin underneath. Theo continued, “For every action there is an equal and opposite reaction.”

      “What else?” Elliot nibbled at the skin of Theo’s shoulder. “This is also an example of…”

      “Contact force. Tensional force. Frictional force.” Each concept uttered in between gulped breaths. When Theo tried to turn around, Elliot stopped him. “Push and pull interaction,” Theo said. His eyes closed, and his head lay back almost on Elliot’s shoulder.

      Elliot’s free hand explored Theo’s stomach, graced over his chest and his hard nipples. He kept at it until Theo finished and spilled his load into the sink, standing up on his tiptoes and gasping for air.

      “Fuck,” Theo said when he could speak again, and his weight fell back into the support of Elliot’s body still behind him. “Physics is hot!”

      “I think you’re ready for your test,” Elliot said. He gave Theo’s naked ass a squeeze.

      “I had a tutor with innovative teaching skills,” Theo said. Now Elliot allowed him to turn around to face him, and Elliot turned his face up to meet Theo’s lips for a long kiss. When they finished, Theo turned his attention down. “You look good,” he said.

      “Wrinkled,” Elliot said.

      “Whose fault was that?”

      “Worth it.” Elliot tucked his shirt back in, and reluctantly pulled himself out of Theo’s grasp when he took note of the clock hanging on the bathroom wall. “But I gotta go. I only have an hour.”

      Theo grabbed Elliot’s hand. “You’re not nervous?”

      Elliot turned back with a smile. “Of course, I’m nervous.”

      “You want to take a plastic baggie or two in case you puke?” Theo’s grin was big enough to show his teeth.

      “Really?” Elliot laughed. “You went there?”

      “There’s history there, you know,” Theo said. “I just don’t want you to walk in—”

      “Stop it,” Elliot said.

      “—and spew all over Brianna and those game execs from San Jose.”

      Elliot reached forward and tried to grab a pinch of skin at Theo’s side, and Theo flinched back. They were both laughing. But Theo caught Elliot’s hand, and he pulled him close once again.

      “I’m just looking out for you, babe,” Theo said. Elliot let himself be pulled into the embrace. “But seriously,” Theo continued. “You’re going to make them jealous.”

      “Of what?”

      “Of your talent. You got this.”

      Elliot sighed. “God, I hope so. I’ve been prepping for this for too long for it to fall apart now.”

      “It’s not going to fall apart.”

      “I just don’t want to let Brianna down,” Elliot said. He sunk further in to Theo’s arms, and Theo rubbed a hand up and down his back.

      “Please. She loves it as much as I do. Really. It’s a good show of your talents.”

      Elliot pulled away enough to look up at Theo. “She bought a fucking game company,” Elliot said. “All because of me.”

      “She bought it because she thinks it’ll be a money maker. And her father agreed.”

      “But I’m the one who got her looking into it in the first place,” Elliot said. “What if she hates it and thinks it was all a big mistake?”

      “She’s not going to. I mean, a horror real-time strategy game? Come on. That’s a freaking awesome concept. People will beat down the front doors of gaming stores for the chance to play zombies killing humans.”

      “I worry it’ll come off too corny.” Elliot tried to lay his head against Theo’s chest, but Theo pulled away. He put his hands on either side of Elliot’s face so that he was forced to look into Theo’s gorgeous blue eyes. Elliot could feel Theo’s gaze reaching down deep inside him and touching something that very few people in his life could ever reach.

      “It’s not corny! Are you hearing me? It’s fantastic. You’re fantastic,” Theo said. He kissed Elliot on the forehead. “And you’re going to come back here tonight with an amazing story to tell me about your stunning presentation and how many millions of dollars they want to throw at you to make it.”

      Elliot smiled. It filled his heart up to watch Theo as he spoke, to hear the words he said. He realized how far he’d come, from where he was so many weeks ago to now. His life was something wholly different, better, and full.

      A life can change in just one night. He believed that now.

      “I love you,” Elliot said. But saying it caught him up short. He stared wide-eyed at Theo. The first time. An uttered phrase that, until now, he had never had cause to say other than to his parents and never in this way.

      But there was panic. His face flushed, and his stomach rumbled. Was it too soon?

      Theo’s lips parted. He smiled, a genuine smile that Elliot searched for any sign he was about to let him down easy, and he could find none. Instead, Theo leaned close until their noses were almost touching. “I love you too,” Theo said.

      
        ~ END ~
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      “Shit.” I turn the key in the ignition. The engine whimpers for a few seconds, then nothing.

      I try to start the car again. “No, no, no.”

      Yes, yes, yes, the car responds—or rather, doesn’t. It’s not even whimpering anymore.

      I reach for my cell. No bars. That’s not surprising this far away from town, but I’m not happy about it. Especially since I didn’t tell anyone where I was going.

      I look down. Below, it’s a patchwork quilt of forest and clearcut 40-acre squares before giving way to impenetrable virgin forest. Up here, though, the hills are barren. Jagged tree stumps and dirt road will do nothing to protect me from the sun’s relentless heat. I wasn’t looking forward to the eight-mile hike back to the main road.

      Alright, maybe “main road” was being too generous. It was gravel and led to a dead end. Still, there were trees providing shade and some people lived on it, or at least the tire mailboxes and “No Trespassing” signs suggested they did. Hopefully my cell would get service. I had a feeling they were the kind of people who’d shoot if they saw me wandering up their driveway before I got a chance to ask if I could use their phone.

      I grab the plastic bag of junk food I’d picked up at the gas station four hours ago and turn off my cell. No use draining the battery. I then slip it into the back pocket of my jeans and open the car door.

      Heat billows into the car. I inhale and I swear to God, all the water in my mouth and throat evaporates. It’s not humid like it was back east. This heat is pure, like that dry, sizzling steam that fills a sauna when you pour water over heated rocks.

      I get out and hike up the heavily grooved dirt logger road. After ten steps my stomach growls and I realize I should eat my chocolate bar before it melts away.

      I fish it out of the bag. It feels gummy and soft, like play dough. Hopefully it doesn’t taste like it, too. I tear open the foil and melted chocolate seeps out.

      I eat fast. Yeah, it tastes good, but the entire ordeal is disgusting. I have to dig most of the chocolate out with my fingers and then lick them off. When I’m done coating my chin, hands, and sides of my mouth with the stuff, I wash it down with a gulp of water that tastes like warm plastic. The moisture evaporates in three breaths, but unfortunately the plastic taste remains.

      I’m wondering if I should retrieve the candy wrapper and lick it to get the taste out of my mouth when I hear a car approaching accompanied by some god-awful country music.

      There’s a sharp turn up ahead so I can’t see it yet. That also means they haven’t seen me yet. I need to make sure they do. I dash to the middle of the road and start waving the shopping bag like a white flag. I don’t give a fuck who it is or why they’re here, they’re either stopping or running me over.

      Or at least that’s what I think until the baby blue truck rolls into view.

      My heart stops, but the truck doesn’t. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise me if the truck ran me over.

      [{THIS IS INSERTED BELOW}I can’t see the driver behind the dirt-smudged dash. Maybe that’s a good thing, because I don’t think I want to see the look on his face. I don’t think I could survive it.]

      I shut my eyes. The plastic bag I’m waving slips through my fingers. I hear a screech of tires digging into loose rocks and dirt and wait for impact. Instead, the groaning engine and muffled country music come to a stop. I take some comfort that a big cloud of dust momentarily hides me from the driver. I don’t think I want to see the look on his face. I don’t think I can survive it. [EXTRACT or place somewhere else:I always made fun of him for listening to such sappy shit, but I secretly liked it. He looked tough, but he never judged or hurt anyone. In so many ways, he was the complete opposite of me.]

      Dust clings to my sweat, making my skin feel tight. I lick my lips, tasting chocolate and even more dust. I’m a dirty, disgusting, desperate mess, which isn’t how you want to look when you see your first love again. Especially when you broke his heart, and your heart still breaks whenever you think about it.

      The door opens and all six feet, two inches of him gets out. He’s wearing a tan cowboy hat, jeans and black boots. A thin cotton shirt stretches over his chest. If I look closely, I can see the muscle definition beneath.

      Not that I’m looking that closely. That would be a pointlessly cruel thing to do to myself.

      He tips down his hat. Though I know it’s an automatic gesture he does to everyone he greets, my heart skips a beat.

      “Hi Ashton.”

      I don’t say anything. My first thought is, His eyes are still blue. My second thought, Well of course they are dumbass, what other color would they be? I don’t realize I’m shifting on my feet until my toe hits the plastic bag, making a crinkling sound.

      He raises his eyebrows and tilts his head, giving me a good look at the thin scar that runs down the left side of his face. That, and the fact he often forgets to shave, keep him from being too pretty. Though now that he’s older, it probably adds to his allure. Well, until you figure out how he got the scar. A sister pushing you into the counter because you popped the heads off her Barbie dolls isn’t very sexy.

      He turns away. “Somethin’ wrong with your car?”

      “Y-yeah. There was...a red light flashing on the dash a while back. Maybe two, I don’t know. It won’t start.” The fingers on my left hand twitch. I wonder if I should pick the plastic bag up off the road.

      “Well, let’s have a look.” He steps towards me, holding out his hand.

      I stare at it.

      “Your keys.”

      “Oh, right.” I hand them over and he passes me without so much as a glance. I stuff my twitchy fingers into my pockets as he gets to work.

      He tries to start it. After a few fruitless attempts, he gets out and pops the hood.

      “When did you start seeing the red lights?” he asks.

      “I don’t know. An hour ago?”

      “And you didn’t stop?”

      “Figured I’d do it later.”

      He leans over and his shirt rises, giving me a beautiful look at his sculpted lower back. He’s gained muscle since I last saw him, and even then he’d been built. I remember the feeling of his abs tightening as I ran my fingers down his stomach. The dark look in his eyes. How his breath hitched.

      I suddenly feel very light headed.

      “That wasn’t smart.”

      Obviously. Coming here wasn’t smart. Neither was staring. Everything concerning him was like an old scab I couldn’t stop picking because I didn’t want to be without it.

      I gulp, throat tight. “You know me. I don’t know anything about cars.”

      He glances over his shoulder, deep blue eyes narrowing on me. “Yeah, I know you.”

      The way he says that makes me feel like I’ve just been sucker punched. I can’t breathe--can’t do anything but stare forward dumbly. It’s just the heat, I tell myself. It’s getting to your head, making it hard to think. But I knew that wasn’t it. He still hated me, and I still gave him no reason not to.

      He returns his attention to the car. “Guess it doesn’t matter. This isn’t something you can fix. Even I can’t--at least not with I got on hand.”

      “Oh.”

      He slams the hood. I wince.

      “Call Benny tomorrow. Maybe you can get him out here. Or Jason.” He turns and wipes his large, dirty hands on his jeans. “But right now, you need a ride.”

      It isn’t a question. It also doesn’t sound like an offer. I wish I could see his eyes--wish I knew what he was thinking--but his head is down and his cowboy hat casts a dark shadow across his broad chest as he makes his way back to his truck.

      I watch his retreating form and absently step forward. My toe gets caught in the handle of the plastic bag, so I stop and shake it off before picking it up. When I’m done, the door of Jake’s truck is already closed..

      So he wasn’t offering me a ride. Well, why would he? Especially since he already took a look at my car. That was more than he had to do. I mean, hell, I half expected him to run me over earlier.

      Just when I think he’s going to turn the key and take off, he rolls down the window, frowning. “Well, what are you waiting for?”

      “What?”

      He nods at the passenger seat. “Get in.”

      I’m suddenly very aware of how clammy my hands are, of the bead of sweat running between my shoulder blades. “Are you sure?”

      He looks down. “I’m not really asking, Ashton. Get in.”

      My heart pounds in my ears. “I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      “You want to spend the night out here?”

      “No. I can get back to the main road and make a call. You don’t have to do this.”

      “I know I don’t, so I’d appreciate it if you didn’t turn this into a thing.”

      My cheeks burn, and not just from the sun. He often accused me of “making things a thing” when we were together, though he used to smile as he did it. I think he liked how obsessive I got over details he’d always considered insignificant--like taking shoes off before entering the bedroom, or waiting for the tea to steep before adding milk. It doesn’t sound like he still finds it charming.

      “Well?” he asks.

      “Yeah, I’m coming.” As soon as I say it, he starts up the truck.

      I adjust my grip on the shopping bag and stop when I get to the passenger door. The dent’s still there, covered covered in white paint. He really should’ve fixed it after all this time. I don’t know why he hasn’t. And I don’t know why seeing it makes me feel so much after all this time when it really shouldn’t.

      But memories have a life of their own, don’t they? And they contain not only all the things that happened, but all the things you felt.

      [image: ]

      I stole his truck the first time we kissed. I can’t think of a clearer sign that I wasn’t ready for the things I wanted. Jake knew it, too, but he was always so patient and understanding.

      The sun was already rising. Everyone had either passed out or left the party. After spending two hours alone with Madame Bovary--Eric’s parents stocked their library with those classics few people actually ever read but everyone seems to keep on their shelf--I decided I didn’t want to wait any longer to go home.

      I knew he was in the pool house, but I didn’t expect him to be alone. Ashley had pulled him outside, giggling, while Steph took his cowboy hat and sauntered after them. It was at that moment that I’d decided to give Madame Bovary a second try. They’d assigned it Sophomore year, but I’d only glanced at the ending. I skimmed the last chapter to refresh my memory, then started at the beginning. It wasn’t that bad, though I’d found it difficult to pay attention. The library had a pretty good view of the pool house, and for some sick reason I kept glancing at its impenetrably dark windows.

      Around 3am, I grabbed Jake’s keys from his coat and made my way past the rows of orange poppies and rippling aqua water to the pool house. When I reached the evergreen door, I cleared my throat and knocked twice.

      There was no answer.

      I opened the door. “Jake?”

      Still nothing.

      I inched forward, careful to keep my eyes on the ground. The floor was sticky. It smelled like they’d spilled beer all over the place and tried to mop it up with towels. I suddenly wondered why the hell I was doing this. I didn’t want to see them all together, especially if they were naked.

      Alright, this was creepy. I decided to wander forward with my eyes closed, but I still felt like a perv. I should’ve stayed in the library until I he woke up. I should’ve gone home with someone else. I was thinking of every ride I’d stupidly turned down with the even stupider excuse I was “just so into Madame Bovary” when I stumbled over something.

      I yelped, catching my balance, as the “something” I stumbled over groaned.

      I glanced down.

      Shit! What the hell was Jake doing on the floor?

      I knelt and put my hand on his shoulder. “Jake?”

      He groaned, swatting my hand away and rolling onto his back at the same time.

      “I can’t believe you just slept through that,” I whispered.

      No response.

      “At least the girls aren’t here. At least you’re not naked.” My stomach muscles clenched as I tried, very hard, to keep my eyes on his face. What he was wearing wasn’t particularly sexy--just a pair of jeans and an old Neil Young T-shirt--but I didn’t want my mind to start going to the place it was already going.

      My hand found its way back to his shoulder, and then to his cheek. I brushed away his long, dark hair. His mother kept nagging him to cut it. I should start bringing it up, too. Maybe if it wasn’t so long I wouldn’t be so tempted to touch it.

      “I wish you’d wake up, Jake.”

      He didn’t. I leaned in, telling myself that I was just going to whisper something in his ear even though I knew I wasn’t.

      I’d wanted him for so long. It was stupid. I knew this. He’d be disgusted if he knew. I had no right to be jealous. No right to anything concerning him. Especially when my lips were so close to his skin and I knew, if he were awake, he would push me away.

      My grip on his shoulder tightened as I struggled to hold myself up. I was too close. It would be so easy to lose my balance--to pretend it was a mistake.

      He swallowed. Holding my breath, I watched his Adam’s apple bob.

      Is it really so wrong to want you like this? I wondered.

      The answer came quickly. Yes. It was wrong to take something like this from him. I shut my eyes and started to push myself up when I felt a grip on my wrist and an all-too familiar voice ask, “What are you doing?”

      Oh my God.

      I couldn’t look at him. He’d know the second I did. I wouldn’t be able to hide it anymore. I tried to push myself up but he stopped me.

      “Ash?”

      I gulped. “I’m sorry.”

      He frowned and propped himself up on his elbows. For a second, our lips almost touch. I was close enough to smell the beer on his breath and I couldn’t help myself. I sucked in a trembling breath and felt my eyelids flutter.

      He slid back. Away from me. His thin, cotton shirt slipped through my fingers, but he still didn’t stop retreating until he hit the wall.

      I clenched my empty hands into fists. He knows.

      “Ash.”

      I stood. Took two steps back. “It’s nothing.”

      There’s a moment of silence in which I didn’t not move. Then, he said, “It’s not nothing, is it?”

      What could I say to that?

      I crept up on you while you were sleeping. I wanted to kiss you without your consent or knowledge. I didn’t do it but I wanted to, because I knew you’d never let me.

      I put my shaking hand over my mouth and searched my mind for the easy lie that would turn everything back to how it was. I couldn’t find it. There was no easy lie for this. I’d almost violated my best friend and for what? Because I desired him? There’s no excuse for that--there’s never an excuse for that

      So I ran.

      I went around the house, not through it. Jake had parked his truck way down the driveway beneath a few oak trees and the ivy-covered stone wall. The rain last night made everything slippery, so each step left a deep groove in the lawn. By the time I reached the truck, my lungs were on fire and mud caked my ankles.

      I swung open the door and jumped in, stabbing the keys into the ignition.

      Then, I heard my name.

      Shit. He was too close. I have to get out of there, I thought, gunning it.

      It’s not smart to “gun it” in a such a small space, especially when freshly rained-upon leaves coat the ground. I turned too sharply in an attempt to avoid the wall in front of me and lost control.

      I slammed the breaks, but the truck was moving on its own. The truck bed whipped around as I twisted the wheel with everything I had. Everything I had was, unfortunately, not much, but it was just enough to keep it from ramming the tree. Instead, a sharp knot on the trunk scraped the passenger door.

      I stared at the dash, breathing faster and harder than I ever had in my life.

      “Ash!” The door flies open. “Are you okay?”

      My hands started to shake. My eyes widened.

      “We got to get you to the hospital.”

      That snapped me out of it. “No, I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine,” he said, climbing up next to me, leaning over me.

      “D-don’t do that,” I whispered, pushing myself off his chest so hard I would’ve fallen off the front seat if I wasn’t strapped in.

      “Something’s wrong.”

      “Nothing’s wrong.”

      He sighed. “Ash, tell me. Did someone say something to you last night?”

      “No one said anything. After...those girls pulled you to the pool house...I read Madame Bovary.”

      His nose scrunched up. “What?”

      “It’s this book about a girl who’s bored with her life so she cheats on her husband with a bunch of guys--”

      “Yeah, I know what it’s about,” he interrupted. “We read it Sophmore year.”

      “Well, I didn’t read it.”

      “No shit. No one read it.”

      Yeah, doesn’t surprise me. I shut my eyes. Breathe, Ash. Just breathe. “Well, I thought I would.”

      “Okay, what the fuck is going on?”

      His knees hit my thighs as he knelt. Goddamn seat belt! “I already told you, nothing.”

      “This isn’t nothing.”

      I know, but can we please pretend it’s nothing?

      He frowned. “Do you like Steph?”

      My cheeks get hot. “That’s really not--”

      He shut his eyes. “Shit, I wish you’d told me. I didn’t sleep with them, if that makes you feel better. They were more into each other.”

      It did make me feel better, but not in the way he thought it did. “I don’t like Stephanie,” I whispered. “Please, get out of the car. I don’t like being so close to you.”

      His eyes widened, concerned. “What is it?”

      “I’m not mad at you. I--” How could I say this? Why did I even want to say this? The fact was I didn’t, but I couldn’t stop myself, either. “I freaked you out this morning, didn’t I?”

      Maybe it was just the lighting, but I swear his cheeks darkened. “I was just surprised.”

      “No. It was more than that. I scared you. I made you uncomfortable.”

      He started breathing faster. “You hit your head, Ash. You’re not thinking straight.”

      “That’s not it.” I felt my eyes get glassy. “Jake, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done it. I shouldn’t have even thought it.”

      He inhaled sharply, leaning forward until our foreheads touched.

      I brought my hand to the center of his chest, but didn’t push him away. Instead, I gathered his shirt in my fist. “I don’t want to ruin things between us.”

      He lowered his head. His lips brushed my scalp. It isn’t a kiss--it can’t be a kiss.

      “It’s too late for that, don’t you think?” he whispered near my temple.

      Before I could think better of it, I looked up.

      My heart started up again like I was about to hit the tree and crash through the windshield and get myself killed. Maybe it was because of that, or the sudden rush of adrenaline, but I swear I’d never seen him look at me so intently before.

      His long, strong fingers curved over my skull. His eyes lost focus as they centered on my lips.

      My mouth went dry. “What are you doing?”

      He smiled. “What you tried to do to me.”

      “Not here,” I whispered. “Everyone will see.”

      His grip on me tightened. “I don’t care.”

      And he kissed me.

      We’d had the kind of love you don’t get a second time. The kind of friendship you don’t get a first time. It grew so naturally that both of us almost didn’t see it.

      But it was fragile, too, and I broke it.

      [image: ]

      It doesn’t matter how many times I run my tongue over my lips, they’re still coated in dust and chocolate. I twist the cap of my water bottle off and fill my mouth with the taste of plastic while Jake starts the truck.

      Pop country twang fills the space between us. Muttering a curse, Jake turns the radio off.

      I swallow, wipe my mouth with the back of my hand, and turn it back on.

      Jake glares at me. “I thought you didn’t like country music.”

      “I don’t mind Tim McGraw that much, actually.”

      He turns his attention back to the road, gritting his jaw. “Yes you do.”

      “Not anymore. He grew on me.” I began listening to this shit when I got homesick. Thankfully, Jake doesn’t ask why so I don’t have to choose between lying or embarrassing myself.

      I watch my car in the rearview mirror until Jake turns the truck around the blind corner. After five minutes, he starts absently humming along with the country songs, even carrying the tune during the static solos when the radio cuts. The landscape changes from clear cut forest to unseen homes tucked behind trees. The gravel road gives way to a paved one. Vineyards and Alpaca farms replace the woods. We’re getting close to town.

      “Where do you want me to drop you off?” he asks.

      I fidget in my seat, suddenly hot. “Maybe we can go to your place? I can call my brother. He’ll pick me up.”

      He grits his jaw, but doesn’t push it. “Alright.”

      I shut my eyes. “I’m sorry, I just--”

      “I said it’s alright,” he interrupts.

      It wasn’t alright, but what did that matter when I was still unwilling to change it?
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      He’s staying at one of Margie’s double-wides down by the river. You can’t build on the water, of course. It’s a protected scenic area. Still, it’s nice and cool when we get out of the truck, and you can hear running water from just beyond the treeline.

      “Thanks Jake,” I tell his broad back as he walks past.

      He stops. “Like I said, it was nothing.” Then, he continues into his mauve home, ending the conversation.

      I watch the white, closed door he disappeared behind. What the hell am I doing here? Why couldn’t I let him drive me home? I retrieve my cell from my jeans and run my finger over the black screen. The moment I turn it on I’m gone and then what?

      I’d go back to my family and we’d celebrate the holiday together. They’d be happy and proud of me. And I’d be happy too, in a way, even though a part of me never forgets that they only accept me when they can pretend I’m someone else.

      Being that other person isn’t so bad most of the time. I’d even tried dating a few girls back at college, and they were nice. And there was always my art. No one ever questioned my dedication. In fact, it was to be expected. Artists forgot to eat and said offbeat things and slept in their studios. They developed obsessive fixations on objects. It wasn’t strange for a boy from the country, to spend a semester exploring the form of the cowboy hat, or to listen to a country song he claimed to hate over and over.

      I was the only one who knew the truth. I wasn’t making art. I hadn’t made art since I left. I was acting like an infatuated teenage girl doodling the name of the boy she had a crush on in her notebook, only no one noticed because I had the technical skill to hide it.

      My hand shakes as I turn on the phone and raise it to my ear. It rings four times before my brother picks up.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey Adam.”

      “Ash, where the hell are you? Mom’s already started on the potatos.”

      Shit. “Tell her…” What do I want to say? “that...uh...I’m gonna be late.”

      There’s a significant pause. “How late?”

      I glance at the white door. “I don’t know yet.”

      He doesn’t respond right away. I hear a door close, then another. He’s moving somewhere where we can talk privately.

      “What are you doing, Ash?” he whispers.

      “I just ran into an old friend is all.”

      “Which old friend?”

      Shit. Well, it wasn’t like I was going to be able to hide this from him for long. “Jake.”

      “I thought you’d say that.” He sighs. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He’s quiet for a moment. I hear the soft screech of a chair sliding across the floor, and a sigh as he sits. “Well, maybe it’s finally time.”

      My heartbeat picks up. “What do you mean?”

      “You want to live a secret life forever?”

      “I’m not living a secret life. It’s just me. Me and no one else.”

      “I think that might be worse.”

      Frowning, I ask, “What do you mean?”

      “You keep this up and you’ll always be living a secret life. It will just either be from mom and dad, or from yourself.”

      I wince. “Stop.”

      “You have to make a choice sometime.”

      “I already did.”

      “Yeah. That’s why you want me to lie to mom and dad about where you are. It’s why you’re so happy back at school. It’s why--”

      “Don’t.”

      There’s another long pause between us. I watch a spider stumble through the long grass near my shoe, breathing harder into the phone than I should be. Finally, I hear his soft reply. “Fine. Catch up with Jake, I guess. I’ll be here when you make your decision.”

      “It’s not that kind of catching up.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do.”

      “Alright, well, if you need me--”

      “I’m fine, Adam. Really.”

      “Yeah, I know.” He clears his throat. “I just want you to know that I’ll be here, no matter what you decide.”

      “Thank you.”
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      The front room is simple. No art adorns the walls. No unnecessary pieces of furniture crowd the corners. A bike, a snowboard, skis, hiking boots and snowshoes line the wall. A beige vinyl floor leads to the kitchen. One of those hard, ugly beige commercial rugs fills the rest of the room. He’s sitting on a sagging orange couch with cushions so faded that they look pink in the center, nursing a beer, watching an animal documentary.

      “When are they coming?” he asks without looking away from the TV.

      I shut the white door behind me. “They’re not.”

      He sets his beer down on the coffee table and glares at me. “What?”

      I gulp. You can do this; you have to do this. “He’s not coming. No one is. I’m staying here for a while.”

      He removes his cowboy hat and drops it on the empty cushion beside him. Slowly, he runs his hands through his thick, dark hair and I can’t help but remember running my own fingers through it. Grabbing onto it. Kissing him. His soft lips were such a stark contrast to his rough hands. I loved feeling them both run over every inch of my body, teasing me and soothing me.

      “What game are you playing?” he asks.

      “I’m not playing a game.”

      “Your car breaks down on that road, right when you knew—”

      “How would I know that you’d be there?”

      He goes quiet.

      “Why would I ever think you’d go back to that place?” I step closer. “Why did you go back?”

      He looks down at his hands. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “It means I don’t want to talk about it. Call your brother again.”

      “He’s not coming out here.”

      His eyes narrow. “Then call someone else.”

      “No one is coming.”

      “Then I’ll drop you off myself.”

      I move closer to him, gulping. “Why can’t we just talk?”

      “What’s there to talk about?”

      “A lot of things.”

      He just stares.

      Okay. Of course it would be up to me to start things. I glance at the snowboard. “I didn’t know you’d taken up snowboarding.”

      He shakes his head. “That’s what you want to talk about?”

      “No, I just…I want to know what you’re up to.”

      “It’s Mike’s. He hasn’t come by to pick it up yet.”

      Something sharp pierces my chest. It’s a sick, dark, unreasonable feeling and I hate that I even have it, but when does the heart ever care about shit like that? “Who’s Mike?”

      His eyes narrow. I can’t tell if he’s smiling or snarling. Maybe he’s doing both. “Are you fucking serious?”

      “Its a simple question.” I try to keep my voice light.

      “Now I know you’re playing games with me.”

      “I’m really not, I just--”

      “Want to know who I’m fucking after not talking to me for four years.”

      I take a deep breath. It wasn’t like I could deny it. “I didn’t come here to talk about your love life.”

      “Good, because it’s none of your business.”

      I wipe my clammy hands on my jeans. “You’re right, it’s not. I shouldn’t have asked. I’m not as in control of things as I want to be.”

      He picks his hat up, turns it over in his hands, then puts it in his lap. “Mike was my roommate for a while. We’re friends.”

      “Oh.”

      “But I haven’t been waiting around for you to show up. I don’t want anything from you, and you shouldn’t want anything from me either.”

      That disgusting feeling returns, squeezing my chest. It hurts to breathe. “What do you mean?”

      He looks away. “I’ve moved on, Ash.”

      I can’t move. I have too, I want to say. I just wanted to catch up, say hi. Because we were good friends too, once, like you and Mike. But I can’t say it. I can’t pretend. And, until this moment, I don’t think I realized just how much I was still living in the past.

      Instead, I want to say, I painted cowboy hats for an entire semester. I fall asleep to country music. I never stopped loving you. It never even occurred to me to try.

      I know I should leave. I know, under no circumstances, should I ever allow myself to ask him the question that forms in my mind. But I do, even with my heart prematurely breaking.. “So, you’re with someone?”

      Who is it? Do you love them? Do you ever think of me? God, I’d bitch slap myself for being so pathetic if I wasn’t too stunned to move.

      He puts his hat back on and leans back, his knees sprawled and legs relaxed. “I don’t really do relationships. I don’t really want to hurt that way again.”

      Alright, that answer might be worse. “Jake, I’m so sorry.”

      “You were young. We both were.”

      “It’s no excuse.”

      He shrugs. “Like I said, it’s fine. I’m over it.”

      No you’re not.

      It takes only five steps to reach him, and four more to maneuver around the coffee table. Still, I move slowly. I give him lots of time to tell me to stop. And, if he’d asked me to at any moment, I would have. But even as I put my knee on the cushion beside him--the one he’d left his hat on just moments before--he says nothing.

      The couch dips under my weight as I sit on the side of my hip so I’m still facing him. “So you just...have encounters that don’t mean anything?”

      His eyes darken. “I wouldn’t say they mean nothing.”

      “But you aren’t in a relationship with them.”

      “Not in one that lasts.”

      I reach out, put my hand on his knee.

      He glances at it, then back into my eyes. “No.”

      “I haven’t said anything yet,” I reply.

      “I know what you’re thinking, and it’s stupid. No.”

      My grip on his knee tightens. “It wouldn’t mean anything.”

      He grits his jaw.

      “You’d like that, right?”

      His eyes flick up to mine. “Don’t pretend this is what I want.”

      “Alright.” I lean closer. “It’s what I want.”

      “Why?”

      I shiver. How could I explain it to him? He’d been with other men. He’d moved on, in a fashion. I hadn’t, even though I tried.
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      At first, it was women. My mom wanted me to meet a nice girl, and I did. I met quite a few. One of them meant a lot to me, and I wanted her to mean even more. So when she told me to stop teasing her after a few weeks of fooling around, I decided to try.

      I still remember lying down on her bed while she sat next to me, trying to get it up with her smooth, soft hands. After fifteen minutes of wildly jerking it she finally let me take over. I closed my eyes and tried to think of anything but her floral perfume, her white cotton bra, and her growing irritation. She didn’t deserve this kind of treatment.

      “It’s alright,” she told me, but it wasn’t. It really wasn’t.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      She’d given me a small smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes before pulling her shirt over her head. “Sometimes it happens.”

      I ended up eating her out. The taste of her was easy enough to get rid of, but the smell remained on my fingers for a full day no matter how much I washed. A few days later we met for coffee and she told me she just didn’t think it was gonna work out. I’d never been so relieved in my life.

      I never took another woman out, but I did go home with a guy once.

      We didn’t make it all the way to his apartment. After a few minutes of kissing, he reached into his pants and I turned around and closed my eyes.

      Jake, I thought. I miss you so much. I remembered him wrapping his arms around my stomach, holding me close as he kissed my neck. I remembered the dirty things he’d whisper in my ear--ridiculous innuendos that would have normally made me laugh if I wasn’t so turned on.

      I didn’t know the name of the man behind me. I thought that would make it easier to pretend. Then, his rough hand grabbed the back of my neck. Every muscle in my body tightened. It was wrong. All of it was wrong. I whimpered as he pushed my head into the wall.

      “S-stop!” I yelled.

      His grip on me got harder. For one horrific second, I thought it wasn’t going to stop. But he did.

      I rubbed my neck as he stepped away.

      “Are you alright?” he asked.

      I couldn’t say anything. I couldn’t even face him. After a few moments, he walked me back to the bus stop. He offered me a ride, but I wouldn’t take it.

      Someone in the back of the bus had been listening to George Strait on their headphones loud enough for me to hear. I hummed along soft enough not to bother the driver--the only other person on the bus--and watched the neon cityscape pass without any feelings of attachment. My mind was full of trees and stars and warm, rough hands.
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      He slid his calloused fingers over my knuckles. “Why, Ash?”

      Because I want to feel again. Because I want to pretend.

      Instead of admitting these things, I wet my lips. Finally, the taste of chocolate and dust was gone. I open my eyes and look into his and all the years that have passed dissolve in that intense, passionate feeling I’d almost convinced myself I’d outgrown.

      I close my eyes and lean forward.

      I hear him inhale sharply.

      Ask me to stop, and I will, I think. He doesn’t. For a moment, I entertain the idea that it’s because he also feels seventeen again and we’re kissing for the first time.

      I smell the booze on his breath, sour and sweet and comforting. It’d been there the first time. And that first time, my heart had been beating hard like this. My hands had been shaking like this. I’d felt so dizzyingly uncertain and free.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” he whispers.

      “Kissing you.”

      His breath hitches. My eyes flutter open, but only partially. Everything in my field of vision is fuzzy and gold. The only concrete thing is him. So it’s only natural that I lean into him, and that he slides his hands up my arms holding me up. And it’s, I guess, somewhat inevitable that we kiss.

      I thought he would pull away. I expected him to. But he grips my shoulders hard enough to bruise and pushes me down on the couch. His knees dig into my thighs as he climbs on top of me, rough hands pushing into the hollows of my cheeks as he claims my mouth.

      I gasp. His fingers trace my jawline until they capture my chin. He tilts my head up to get a better angle at my mouth, teeth grazing my bottom lip as his tongue fills me. His massive shoulders and his muscles tense beneath my grasp.

      This kiss is different than any kiss we shared before. Kissing had always been like teasing. The recipient had always been somewhat awkward, and the initiator a bit hesitant.

      There’d been nothing awkward about his reaction to my kiss, and now, as he takes control, there’s no hesitance.

      My heart pounds in my chest as he pulls away. “Have you been with anyone else, Ash?”

      “W-what does it matter?” I don’t recognize my voice. I sound like a boy, and he’s suddenly looking at me like I am one.

      “Fuck.”

      I gulp. “What does it matter? You didn’t want to talk about your love life and you’re right, it’s none of my business. Just like my love life is none of yours.”

      He shuts his eyes, pushing himself off me. “Goddamn it.”

      I sit up, balling my hands into fists. “What is wrong? Why did you stop?”

      He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. “Because it’s a bad idea.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re still the same as you were.”

      “And what, you’re too different?”

      “Yeah, I am.” His eyes soften as they focus on my lips. “The way you are now, I’d ruin you.”

      I shiver. My fully erect cock twitches, hitting my pants hard enough to make me wince.

      “You’re getting turned on by that, aren’t you?” he whispers.

      I gulp.

      “Don’t deny it.”

      I look down. “I’m not.”

      “That just proves you aren’t ready for this. There’s nothing sexy about taking advantage of someone or being taken advantage of. I don’t want to do it.”

      “You’re not taking advantage of me.”

      “Oh really? If we fuck right now, what are you gonna do after? If I take you up on this, we’re right back where we were four years ago. Only this time, I won’t be the one getting hurt.”

      I grit my teeth, just stopping myself from foolishly blurting out, I hurt too. Instead, I settle on the oh-so-much-more-mature, “What do you care?”

      He looks down and picks his cowboy hat off the floor and sets it on the coffee table next to the beer. I guess it had fallen off at some point while we were kissing. Then, he folds his hands in his lap. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You won’t.”

      “Maybe not, but I’d feel bad if I did.” His dark eyes meet mine and I feel like I’m sinking. I can’t breathe, can’t do anything but slip into an almost weightless, fear-heightened desire for the unknown.

      “It must’ve really hurt when your dad rejected you,” he says.

      My throat closes up.

      “I think the thing that bothered me most when when I stopped being angry was how much I knew you were hurting and how I couldn’t help you out with any of it. I mean, shit, you wouldn’t even talk to me. And when I showed up at your place before you left to go back East your dad came out accused me of stalking--”

      I cringe. “I’m so sorry, Jake. I can’t believe I let that happen.”

      “I couldn’t either. You were my best friend. You meant everything to me.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Stop apologizing. Are you even listening to me? I don’t hate you anymore. I never really did. I was just pissed and upset, and I let it get to me.” He shuts his eyes. “And I thought you were happy too. Back East, away from your dad, maybe you were finding a freedom you just couldn’t find out here. But I guess I was wrong.”

      I can’t speak.

      He looks up at me. “You’re still hurting, aren’t you?”

      I slide my hand forward on the couch until my fingertips brush against his thigh. “I don’t know. Maybe. I just miss you.”

      The admission hangs in the air. Neither of us look away.

      His shoulders rise as he inhales. I feel his thigh muscle tighten as I lean forward. My palm hits the remote control and the TV goes silent. The droning documentary voice is replaced by the sound of running water and our own ragged, desperate breaths.

      Our lips touch, again, this time softly. And I kiss him again with what he’d just previously suggested was ineptness. But it doesn’t matter because it’s exactly like it was the first time when we missed the fireworks. Back when we used to feel so openly and speak so honestly; when we loved so foolishly and so beautifully.

      Suddenly, Jake pulls away. He kisses my cheek right before he whispers, “Not here.”
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      After leading me past the kitchen, he lets go of my hand to open the door. It’s eggshell white and has a few dents in it. Someone had probably tacked a sign of some sort to it. I can see the remains of a few peeled back bumper stickers beneath the paint.

      He opens the door. I enter and he follows, closing the door behind him.

      Slivers of dim, muddy sunlight stream through the drawn blinds. The smell of cedar emanates from the closet; I guess he still follows his grandmother’s advice for keeping moths away. These things give me a false sense of comfort that disappears once I take in my surroundings.

      The walls are bare and the room almost is. There’s only a double bed, a small wicker trash can lined with a plastic shopping bag, and a bedside table. On top of the bedside table is a lamp, a bong, a lighter, and something shiny that looks suspiciously like used condom wrappers.

      Behind, I hear the rustling of clothes. The clink of metal as he undoes his buckle. The slippery sound his belt makes as the leather is yanked through the loops of his jeans. A thud as its discarded on the floor. But his footsteps are so soft I almost can’t hear them above my heartbeat.

      Warmth spreads on the back of my neck as he whispers my name.

      Ash.

      I shudder. His hand finds my hip. Slowly, he slides it up, gathering my shirt. My muscles tense as his bare fingers slide over my bare skin.

      “You still with me?” he asks.

      I gulp, nodding.

      “Good,” he says, and all the blood in my body goes directly to my cock. The thin sheen of sweat that covers my torso freezes once it’s exposed to air.

      “Lift your arms,” he says.

      I do, and he pulls off my shirt. I watch him throw it on the floor, just beyond the outline of my shadow.

      Now, I’m cold and truly shivering. I want to feel his warm hands on me. His hot body over mine.

      “Turn,” he says.

      I do, crossing my arms over my chest as I face him.

      I stop breathing.

      This can’t be him. I don’t remember him being like this. So strong. So tall. So…everything. His body had always been beautiful, gorgeous, but now there was something unmistakably darker and rugged about it, like his muscles had been chiseled instead of sculpted.

      He looks down at me, cupping my face. Goosebumps flare over my skin from the sudden warmth of his hands. “I remember you being like this.”

      “Like what?”

      “Scared, but ready for anything I gave you.”

      “I’m not scared.”

      “Nervous, then.” He lowers his hand, and my Adam’s apple bobs against the heel of his palm. “You’re still like that.”

      I don’t say anything.

      “Why are you still like that, Ash?”

      “I don’t know.” I trust you. I always trusted you. And, more than that, I…

      His hand moves down my back. “Tell me,” he whispers.

      I shut my eyes. “You already know why.”

      “Maybe, but I want to hear you say it.”

      Fine. “Because I want you.” Because I never stopped wanting you. I open my eyes and look into his. “And I want you more than I’m afraid.”

      He grips my shoulders and pushes me back. The backs of my knees hit the bed. My knees bend as I continue to fall.

      He plants his hands on either side of my body and stares down at me. My cock strains against my pants as his hot, possessive gaze moves down my chest to the top of my pants. He pushes himself up and unbuttons and zips me free.

      His hands move up the backs of my legs as the muscles in my ass clench. I’m not used to being touched there. I’m too sensitive. But he doesn’t stop, doesn’t even seem to notice, as he grabs my jeans and pulls them down my legs. They catch on my shoes before he can get them all the way off, though.

      “Jake,” I whisper, reaching down. “Let me get it.”

      He makes some low, dark noise in response before pulling those off and ripping away my jeans.

      I’m in nothing but the white cotton socks my mom sent me as part of my Christmas care package along with toothpaste, boxers, and bars of Castile soap. What happens now? I wonder, chest heaving, just before my mind registers it as the most unnecessary question it’s ever formed.

      I feel his hot breath on my stomach, my cock, and then my balls as he kneels between my parted legs.

      I gather the bedsheets in my fists. My toes curl inside my well-worn socks.

      He pushes my knees back until they hit my chest. “Hold them back for me.”

      I dig my thumbs into the backs of my knees, holding my shaking thighs to my chest as his tongue swirls around my balls.

      My cock twitches, shifting up, then coming down softly on his forehead. He tilts his head up, licking the entire length of my shaft before running his tongue around my rim and taking me into his mouth.

      I thrust up as the head of my cock hits the back of his throat. Jake doesn’t gag. Instead, the movement spurns him on and he sucks harder, rolling his tongue around my shaft as he takes me in deeper.

      I grit my teeth and glance down.

      He lets my dick fall out of his mouth. With one hand, he pushes it against his cheek as he licks my scrotum, looking right back at me with dark blue eyes. It’s too much, especially when he takes me back in his mouth, kissing my base as the back of his throat closes around my head.

      I shut my eyes and let go, cumming deep in his throat. He sucks harder, his tongue moving so wildly around my shaft that it hurts.

      He slowly releases me. I cry out as he jerks me once, gently, licking the last of my cum from my sensitive tip.

      Holy shit.

      I can’t breathe. Can’t think.

      He stands, smiling. “Did you like that, Ash?”

      I shut my eyes. Did I like it? Did it look like I liked that? “Fuck you.”

      He laughs, slapping my ass--which he still has good access to, by the way, since I’m still holding my legs back. “In a moment. Keep your legs back.” Then, he walks to his bedside table.

      My core tightens as I watch him open his draw and remove a condom and some lube.

      I wonder how many people he’s brought back here. I wonder how long ago the last one was. There are three broken condom wrappers on the bedside table. The rest of the room was so clean. He would have thrown them away by now if they’d been there even for a few days, right? That meant he probably had someone here earlier…

      The bed dips as he leans over me. “Open your mouth.”

      I do as he says. His nail scrapes the roof of my mouth as he pushes it in. I roll my tongue around it, sucking gently, trying to bring myself back to this moment instead of everything that was and wasn’t between us.

      He removes it. A drop of my own saliva spills on my chin. Slowly, he walks around the end of the bed before taking his place in front of me.

      He glances down, running his wet finger along my ass. My muscles instinctively clench.

      “Relax,” he whispers, slipping it into me, going to slow it almost feels like he isn’t even moving. I grip the sheets as he pulls it out at that same agonizingly slow pace, teasing me. I curl my back, pushing my ass closer to him. He brings his hand down, holding me still.

      My cock’s getting hard again. I can’t take this anymore. I glare up at him.

      “You ready?” he asks with a fucking smile. He’s enjoying this.

      I gulp. Fuck you, I want to say again, but I can’t. I’m too turned on to think straight.

      “Is your silence a no, Ash?”

      I shut my eyes. “Yes, bastard.”

      “Yes it’s a no or yes it’s a--?”

      “Just fuck me.”

      “Wow. Your language has gotten more colorful.”

      More colorful? Since when did he use old timey phrases like that? “You’re a tease.”

      His hand moves to his pants as he shakes his head, still smiling. “No,” he says as he unzips. “I just learned how to do it right. I was too eager when we were younger. I probably hurt you a lot. I’m sorry for that.”

      My stomach twists. “Please don’t apologize for anything.”

      His eyes flick to me. “Fine, but you can’t either.”

      I open my mouth, then close it.

      He doesn’t see, though. He’s ripping the foil and rolling the condom over the head of his cock.

      My mind goes blank.

      His cock.

      Oh my god his cock. Was it always that big? How the hell did that ever fit inside me? How the hell was it going to fit inside me now?

      “You’re tensing up, Ash.”

      “Um…” I shut my eyes. It doesn’t help. His massive shaft invades my imagination like it’s the freaking Death Star intent on my ass’s destruction.

      Then I feel his hands on said ass, tilting it up.

      “Um...Jake? Were you always that big?”

      He laughs.

      I crack open my eyes. “This isn’t funny!”

      “You weren’t this tense the first time.”

      “That’s because it was dark. We were in the woods. I couldn’t see you very well the first time.”

      “Look, I’ll admit that I wasn’t very...in control...that first time.”

      No shit. Now, suddenly, I remember him pounding my poor little ass while I bit my lip to keep myself from screaming, unable to separate the pleasure from the pain to such an extent that it felt like my orgasm was ripped from me.

      “I didn’t realize I was hurting you,” he continues. “You didn’t say anything.”

      “It didn’t only hurt,” I babble.

      “But it didn’t only feel good, either.” He takes out the lube and squirts some on his finger. “This is gonna help a lot.”

      It better, because there are at least eleven inches of man down there.

      His finger slips inside me again. Then another. I hug my knees to my chest.

      “I’m not gonna apologize because you told me not to,” he says, “but I promise I’m not gonna hurt you again.”

      My chest constricts. “I won’t either,” I whisper.

      He doesn’t respond. Maybe, if I hadn’t seen the pain flicker in his eyes, I might have thought he hadn’t heard me. But that wasn’t it. For some reason, he just didn’t want to acknowledge what I’d said.

      Before I can think of this any more, I feel his latex-clad head pushing into me.

      Oh my god.

      I tighten around him like it’s my first time all over again, and in a way it was. I gasp, grabbing the sheets, trying to hold onto something, to make sense of these full, beautiful feelings. And yet, a part of me doesn’t want to make sense of it. Maybe I’m still afraid to let him change me--or to let something in when I know I’ll only have to let it go.

      And then he fills me completely, and I stop thinking.

      He grabs my legs from my grasp and lays the backs of my knees against his chest. My calf muscles flex as he grabs my ankle, pushing his thumb into the sensitive hollow beside my heel. I feel his lips, his tongue, on my calf as he slides into me again.

      “Look at me,” he demands.

      I know I shouldn’t. I’ve already given too much of myself. But there’s a part of me that doesn’t care about my heart or my sanity. It just wants to feel. It’s been waiting years just to feel. So instead of listening to reason, I do.

      At the moment our eyes meet, I tighten around him. It’s almost like no time has passed. I keep myself open as he pushes into me deeper, taking more.

      I feel something hard and calloused take my fully erect cock. “Ash,” he says, jerking me as he fucks.

      My foot curls around his neck. Anything, I think. I’ll do anything for you.

      “Cum for me,” he says.

      And again, I do.
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      I curl into a ball on the edge of the bed and stare at into the reflection of the broken condom foils on the bong.

      The bedsprings squeak as he moves closer to me. I feel his even breath in between my shoulder blades.

      “Talk to me,” he says.

      I wonder how many men he’s brought back here. I wonder if their faces all blur together in his mind until he can’t remember one encounter from the next. I wonder if he’ll remember me too like that.

      It isn’t my business. He warned me. He wasn’t going to get hurt this time, and I didn’t want him hurt. I just…

      I shut my eyes. “I’ll call Adam. I won’t bother you anymore.”

      He rests his hand on my hip. “So you’re gonna leave again?”

      I take a deep breath. “I know what this was. I’m not going to expect something different.”

      He runs his fingers down my hip. “Look at me, Ash.”

      I gulp. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I know what this was,” I repeat. “I’m not here to...make you feel bad.”

      “Then look at me.”

      Slowly, I turn over so we’re facing each other. I hate the softness I see in his eyes. The understanding. The undeserved tenderness.

      He swipes his calloused thumb under my eyes. “Why are you trying to not make me feel bad?”

      “Because I hurt you,” I admit.

      “You did.”

      “And you shouldn’t forgive me.”

      “Maybe not.”

      I inhale sharply. “So, what more is there to say?”

      “That you’ll stay the night.”

      I blink. “What?”

      “I thought things were different for you. That you’d found something special back East. I thought that’s why you refused to contact me--because there was something better there--and I was okay with that. But I’m not okay with this.”

      He wipes under my eyes again.

      “So...what are you saying?” I whisper. “That I should stay the night?”

      “Yeah. I’m not gonna make you, but I’d like it if you did.”

      “But my dad--”

      “Adam’s covering for you, right?” he asks.

      I nod.

      “Then stay, Ash.”

      Stay. He made it sound so easy. Maybe it could be that easy.

      “Alright.” Relieved, I curl into his chest.
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      We wake up late. I’m a little sore, but it’s not that bad. We didn’t talk much the night before, and maybe it was for the best. The thoughts I was having scared me so much that if I’d admitted them out loud I might’ve lost my nerve.

      Jake kicked open the door, smiling. “Here’s your Lucky Charms cereal.”

      I smile, sitting up. “Thanks.”

      He sets it down next to the bong. I’d thrown the condoms away last night. “I know it’s not much,” he continues.

      “Getting breakfast in bed is always the best.”

      He sits with a tight smile. “Have you called Adam yet?”

      I take a deep breath. Now or never. “No. I was actually thinking you could drive me home.”

      He frowns. “What?”

      “Adam doesn’t need to come all the way out here.”

      His frown deepens. “But your dad will know.”

      “I know. It’s okay. I want him to.”
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      I sit with Jake in his truck outside the house I grew up in, trying to breathe. On the way over, it hit us both that the Fourth of July firework celebration was going to be in a few days. We would be ruining his holiday.

      “We could wait,” Jake had said.

      I nixed that idea. I didn’t want to wait any more. Besides, he’d find out soon regardless. This time of year was probably already ruined for him.

      I can see mom’s back as she washes dishes. They probably just finished eating breakfast. They haven’t seen me yet.

      “Things might go differently this time,” Jake says.

      “Maybe.” I hope it does, though I know it probably won’t.

      “You know, we could--”

      “Don’t suggest we wait again,” I interrupt.

      He shakes his head. “Alright.”

      I shut my eyes, trying to remember every detail of the old colonial. It’s blue shutters and blue doors. The wood floors. The brick fireplace. The ugly, old chipped Lisa Frank aqua tiling in the bathroom that my mom was always getting on my dad’s case to fix, and that he kept putting off because of the cost.

      This might be the last time I see this house filled with so many beautiful memories. The cookies my mom made whenever I was upset. My dad’s pride when I got my art scholarship. Regardless of what happened, I had to remember that those things were real. They did love me, in their own way, even if they couldn’t accept who I was. It’s strange how a person can be so full of love and fear at the same time.

      Fear strangles love. Fear makes hate easy. I was done with fear and hate. I wanted to love honestly even if it meant I’d sometimes feel alone, because nothing is worse than the isolation you feel when you’re caught in a lie.

      This year, if I watched the fireworks with my family, Jake would be there too.

      He takes my hand. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?”

      “Yeah. I’m okay.”

      He’s quiet.

      I decide to elaborate. “Even if they don’t accept it, it will be okay.”

      He clears his throat. “Really?”

      “Yeah. I can’t force them to accept me, but I can accept myself and that’s far more important.” I squeeze his hand. “I tried to tell myself that lying about who I was was just a small lie, but it wasn’t. It made me do cruel things to the people I loved-- not just you. It was also cruel to my parents. Their rejection hurt a lot. I did not tell them I was in pain and that let them keep hurting me. My silence enabled their cruelty.”

      I let go of his hand and look back at the house. “Even if you and I don’t end up together, I’ll be glad I did this.”

      “Really?”

      I look back at him, smiling through my tears. “Yeah. This year, you and I will watch the fireworks together, just like we did after the first time.”

      [image: ]

      Thank you for reading my book! Please check out http://www.devynmorgan.com for news about my next books!
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      Jason Reed was, without any exaggeration, absolutely normal. When he was in high school, he’d done all the things that were expected of an average American youth, seamlessly transitioning from awkward middle schooler to one of the most popular guys in the school for no reason other than because it was what was expected of him. He’d spent four years playing football, dating pretty but ditsy girls and avoiding homework until he’d finally graduated with a clean record, fairly acceptable grades, and a sports’ scholarship to his name. His life was pretty much the epitome of normal.

      He’d spent the first year of college desperately trying to adjust to the heightened workload, opting to spend most of his free time when he was off of the playing field with his nose buried in a textbook, lest his GPA dropped and he lost his scholarship. His parents threatening to cut him off if he got any less than a 3.0 was also a great motivating factor in his sudden change in attitude towards studying. It had been hard at first, but it was what everyone expected of him, so he did it without complaint. He’d managed.

      His life didn’t suddenly become more interesting as a college student. In fact, besides the abysmal amount of homework, things were pretty much the same. It was comfortable. He didn’t have to think too hard about what he was doing; it’d been clear to him for years where he was headed. It was almost too easy to avoid thinking about what he really wanted when his entire life was already practically planned out for him.

      Socially, he’d definitely found his place with the other athletes. Falling into their crowd had felt natural, and he quickly gained back the high status he’d maintained throughout high school with minimal effort. It wasn't exactly rocket science; a rumor here, a party there, and he was once again enjoying the benefits of being at the top of the social pyramid.

      It also helped that he looked the part of the classic jock, as well. He didn’t mean to play directly into the stereotype, but with an average height and a way-more-than-average muscular build, dirty blonde hair and blue eyes that could make even the snootiest woman weak in the knees, what could he do? He was lucky, and he knew it; there was no shame in using his assets to his advantage.

      And now he was nearing the end of his third year at an average university, a quaint school a few towns over from where he had grown up, quarterback of the varsity football team, and a notorious playboy just like half of the male population of the entire school. Just as everyone expected. And with the way he was raised, he himself kind of expected it too, to be perfectly honest. His life was predictable, and he liked it just the way it was.

      Tests, however, were the type of unpredictability that every student had to deal with. And Jason's test was laid out for him when he met Anderson.

      Jason slid into an empty seat in front of the bar, slumping over heavily onto his crossed arms. After a long day of brutal exams, all he had wanted to do was sleep, but finding that his nerves were tangled to the point that collapsing into bed was no longer an option, found himself here.

      The clink of bottles from behind the counter signaled the approach of the bartender. He heard a familiar dry laugh from across the counter. “Rough day?”

      Groaning and lifting his head to look at the bartender, Jason rubbed his eyes with one hand and replied, “You couldn't even imagine. Exams do not get better the second time around.”

      “Well considering you're here, I think I have a pretty good idea,” the bartender said, reaching behind the counter to grab a small rag and busying himself with wiping down a glass.

      The man behind the counter was tall with brown hair, strongly defined cheekbones, and a fierce, playful glint that remained in his eyes even when he wasn't smiling. It wasn't the first time Jason had seen him, being a regular at this particular bar, but it was the first time they had spoken to each other. And because Jason usually came in with a large, obnoxious, and usually drunk, group of friends, it also happened to the be the first time he’d come alone. It was unfamiliar, but tonight he just needed a break from all the insanity.

      Racking his brain for the first drink he could think of, Jason mumbled it to the amused bartender and dropped his head back onto his arms. He was exhausted and pretty sure the alcohol wouldn't do much to help the headache he felt spreading behind his eyes, but with his friends deciding to stay home to “celebrate” with his girlfriend, this had felt like the best option.

      The bartender let out another dry laugh and shook his head, sliding a drink across the bar. “On the house, buddy. You look like you need something strong tonight,” he said as he teased the regular to his bar, then turned his attention back to wiping down the counter.

      “This isn't what I asked for. How do you know I'll drink it?”

      The bartender looked up and smirked. “Oh, you'll drink it. It's what you came for, isn't it?”

      Jason snorted but took the drink in his hand anyway, feeling slightly miffed about the man’s attitude even as he drained the contents of the glass. The alcohol burned pleasantly as it went down his throat, setting a warm fire in the pit of his stomach. He sighed, running a hand through his hair before resting his head on his palm, looking past the man behind the counter, not really focusing on anything in particular. “Thanks. I really—I really did need that.”

      The bartender acknowledged him with a simple incline of the head, setting down another drink in front of Jason, this time the one he actually asked for. “Anytime. Name's Cameron, by the way. You're in here a lot, thought I'd say a proper hello to a regular."

      Jason held out a hand, "Jason. And thanks."

      Taking a slow sip of the tangy beer, Jason turned away from the counter and let the tension flood out of his body. The atmosphere of the bar was relaxing, with only a few other people scattered throughout the room besides himself. All of them were alone, content to seclude themselves in a dimly lit corner to knock back drinks and lose themselves to their numbing effects. He was sure some of them were here for the same reason as him, but didn’t really think too hard on the subject.

      The bar seemed somehow smaller now compared to when it was packed full of people, more welcoming. A little bit warmer, maybe.

      Finishing his drink and gently placing the glass back on the counter, Jason pulled out some cash before slapping it down on the wood and standing up, deciding that sleep was definitely a better remedy for his exhaustion than alcohol.

      Cameron nodded at him and smirked again, eyes filled with mirth. “Get some rest tonight, kid.”

      Making a face and grumbling good-naturedly and the man’s goodbye, Jason shoved his hands in his pocket and stepped out into the cool night air.

      Taking in a long breath through his nose, he tried to clear his head of the slight alcohol-induced haze and began his trek home.

      He lived in a small apartment comfortably situation at the halfway point between his university and the bar, making it a comfortable walking distance from both locations. Tonight, though, his limbs heavy and uncooperative with tiredness, the walk had never seemed longer.

      Although the bar that he chose to frequent was on the more peaceful side of town, getting home required him to walk through the area dubbed “the party district,” the place where people could drink and dance their fill no matter the time of day. Most days, Jason was one of those people.

      Honestly, he was pretty surprised with himself for not being there tonight, at the very center of attention. Usually by now he’d at least have found some nameless face to fall into bed with and kick out ever so ungraciously in the morning, further solidifying his “player” reputation.

      Jason sighed and kicked a rock into the gutter, half-heartedly ignoring the drunk shouts of the other students, wanting more than anything to just be able to magically transport himself directly into his bed.

      He probably should’ve been paying more attention to where he was going. One second he was minding his own business, wondering idly when his sneakers had got so worn out—the next he was being shoved rudely to the ground by several rough and very unpleasant looking individuals. Two of them kept walking as if they hadn’t even noticed, leaning heavily against each other and having a quiet but slurred conversation under their breath. The third turned and gave him a venomous look, baring his teeth in a way that revealed a split, bloody lip and red running down his mouth and chin.

      “Watch where you’re going, asshole,” he growled, spitting out a glob of bloody saliva on the ground near Jason’s foot before following after his friends. Jason raised his middle finger after them and hissed at the stinging of his scraped palms, lifting himself off the ground. Brushing himself off, he examined his torn hands, wishing absently that he had chosen the long route home, or at least had sense to keep his head up.

      Then he paused. Hearing an audible groan emanating from the alley the thugs had emerged from, Jason decided that upon having his plans for a peaceful night already disrupted, it couldn’t hurt to go and investigate the source of the noise.

      Peeking around the corner, his eyes adjusted to the darkness to see a figure struggling to stand up on shaky and probably injured legs. Jason cleared his throat and the figure––now clearly revealed to be a young male––whipped his head around, eyes wide and frightened. Jason raised his hands in a placating manner as he approached and the other let out a relieved puff of breath before slumping heavily against the wall.

      Jason stopped when he reached the man’s side, lightly placing a hand on his shoulder. He cleared his throat again and said in a voice a lot calmer than he felt, “Hey, are you okay? Do you need me to call someone?”

      The man looked up at him and shook his head, gritting his teeth and smiling weakly. “Nah, it’s okay. I get this a lot. Thanks for the offer, though.”

      “Are you sure? You’re pretty roughed up, man.”

      “Look, I swear I’m okay,” insisted the man, brushing Jason’s hand off of his shoulder, “I’ll manage.”

      He began to walk towards the entrance to the alley, using one hand to brace himself against the wall, the other clutched against his ribs. Jason followed behind him, unsure. Should he just leave the guy be? Would that be right? He was exhausted, he wanted to sleep, and he didn’t really want to get involved with some random stranger he found on the street––but would it really be right to leave an injured person all on their own?

      When the man took another unsteady step and whimpered, doubling over to clutch his midsection and Jason immediately went to catch him, he knew that his brain had already made the decision for him. The man grunted and tried to shake him off, but Jason just tightened his grip and shifted his position so that he was supporting most of the other’s weight, one of his arms around his waist and the other holding the man’s arm over his shoulder.
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      “Get off!” the man snarled, then bit his lip, obviously in pain.

      “I can’t. I’m not that much of a dick. My place isn’t too far from here, and you’re obviously not going to be able to make it anywhere else on your own, so–”

      “I can take care of myself,” the other cut in, gasping as he jostled his ribs accidentally.

      “Come on. Please.”

      After another moment of struggling, the man seemed to give up, letting Jason support him more fully.

      “Good choice,” Jason teased, trying to lighten up the mood. The man simply glared.

      The rest of the walk back to Jason’s apartment was quiet, save for the occasional pained noise that escaped the injured man’s mouth.

      By the time they finally reached their destination, Jason was out of breath and his mysterious companion was barely conscious. Never had he been this thankful for choosing an apartment on the first floor. Gently murmuring encouraging “we’re almost theres” and “you’re gonna be okays” into the man’s ear, Jason let go of the other to reach into his pocket for his keys, unlocking the apartment door. Propping the door open with his foot, he renewed his hold on the man, practically dragging him inside, dropping him unceremoniously on his black leather couch.

      He took a short moment to catch his breath, then shuffled to the bathroom in search of supplies. Crouching down and pulling open one of the drawers under the sink, he blindly felt around until his hands found purchase on the first aid kit the previous tenant had left behind when they had moved out. Making a small triumphant sound in the back of his throat, Jason pulled the white box out and blew the dust of the lid, sneezing.

      Standing, he accidentally caught a glimpse of his wrecked appearance in the mirror and grimaced, averting his eyes. Pointedly avoiding looking at himself again, he examined the stranger’s reflection curiously, wondering why he had thought that bringing the man home was a good idea in the first place.

      Of course, Jason blamed his sleep addled mind for making such an impulsive decision. Obviously it wasn’t a good idea, but he couldn’t just leave guy stranded all alone in some dark alley, now could he?

      Shaking himself out of his thoughts, Jason crossed the living room and set the kit down on his glass coffee table before hoisting the man into a sitting position, ignoring his pained protests.

      “C’mon, we gotta fix you up,” Jason grunted under the unresponsive man’s weight, “I can’t do that if you’re lying down.”

      The other groaned but complied, shifting into an upright position to give Jason better access to bruised ribs and several bloody cuts that were scattered across his face and arms.

      Jason dressed the wounds quickly and efficiently, only opening his mouth to make quiet apologies and request that the man move to help him treat the injuries more easily. The other did as he was asked, although movements were docile and sluggish. Jason quietly took in the damage that he saw. Bruises were already forming and the swelling was overtaking some areas of his body. He wondered what the man had done to deserve such a beating, what anyone does to deserve the pain and broken skin.

      After he was done, Jason helped the man maneuver into a more comfortable position on the couch and then made to walk away, his mind set on sleeping off this unexpected adventure for the next twelve hours. In the light of the apartment, Jason let himself examine the others features more closely, all sharp angles and points, looking a lot more princely than Jason could ever hope to achieve. That sense of nobility was only increased by the deep black shade of his hair paired with unnaturally piercing grey eyes. Jason couldn't help the stare he involuntarily gave when he first looked into eyes like that. So deep and haunting, yet so icy at the same time.

      Suddenly, he felt a hand grip his arm lightly and the other man spoke, weary but with a tinge of gratefulness painting his tone, “Hey… thanks for all of this,” the man dropped his hand from Jason’s wrist, looking embarrassed, “You really didn’t have to.”

      Jason turned to look at the man and smiled a bit more tired than he thought he was, replying, “I really did. What kind of jerk would I be if I had left you alone there to patch yourself up?”

      The man returned his smile and said, “Anderson.”

      “What?”

      “My name. Anderson Lewis.”

      Jason shook his head and let out an airy laugh. “Oh. Well, Anderson, I suggest you get some rest––we’re talking about all of this tomorrow. Don’t think you’re off the hook just because I let you into my apartment the first time we met.” Anderson nodded, looking like he was half asleep already. “Jason. Jason Reed,” he added, almost as an afterthought.

      Not waiting for a response, Jason turned and walked into his bedroom, collapsing onto the bed fully clothed. The tried to shut out the evening, realizing that he intervened with a total stranger; an action that could have had a very different outcome should the man's aggressors have been armed. While he was still hyped on the anxiety, the profound exhaustion hit him and he was out in seconds.
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      Jason shot up from his bed the next morning with his heart pounding, already halfway across the room before his mind caught up with him, reminding him that it was finally summer and that he did not, in fact, have class today. With only one class scheduled, there were five days unaccounted for each week for his leisure. He breathed out a sigh of relief, which turned into a yawn.

      Stretching and shuffling to the bathroom, he splashed some water on his face and attempted to brush the fuzziness out of his mouth.

      Staring blearily at himself in the mirror, he ran the toothbrush across his teeth, still caught halfway between asleep and awake. Seeing someone else staring back at him was the last thing he had expected. Coughing and spluttering, he leaned over the sink to spit the foamy mixture out his mouth; choking on toothpaste would be the most pathetic way to die. Looking up again, he met the man’s––Anderson’s––amused look with a glare, feeling unreasonably victimized. It was much too early to have a sense of humor.

      Anderson gave him a slight wave and said cheerfully, “Morning! Sleep well?”

      Finally recovering from his momentary shock, Jason pointed at him accusingly and said in an outraged tone, “You did that on purpose, didn't you?”

      Anderson laughed, and Jason scowled in response, crossing his arms. “It's not funny.”

      The man snickered once more and patted the seat on the couch next to him and grinning, “It kind of was, though.”

      Jason didn't budge from his spot in the doorway between the bathroom and living room, biting out roughly, “It really wasn't.”

      Instead, he headed into the kitchen and began to fuss over a very much needed cup of coffee, ignoring Anderson’s attempts to start a conversation. Not this early in the morning; not while he was still trying to escape from the clutches of sleep.

      Finally, with two steaming hot drinks in his hands, Jason sat down on the couch, handing one to Anderson and settling back to take a long, grateful sip of his own. The other man grimaced and set his cup on the table. “I don’t drink coffee.”

      Jason shrugged nonchalantly and replied, “Your loss, then,” and scooted the second cup closer to himself. He wasn’t insulted by Anderson’s rejection; in fact, he was content to drink both of them all on his own.

      How can people survive mornings without coffee?

      The room was quiet for a moment. Anderson sat with his hands folded in his lap, looking a lot less comfortable than he had the moment before. He opened and closed his mouth several times before he began awkwardly, “I... Thanks again. I really owe you.” Clearing his throat and shifting to reach into his pocket, he said, “I can give you money, if that’s what you want–”

      Jason dismissed him with a wave of his arm. “No, no, I don’t need your money. I have plenty of my own,” he set the mug down, crossing his arms across his chest, “Why don’t you tell me why they beat you up, instead?”

      Anderson tensed up at Jason’s words, looking off to the side. “I…” he took a deep breath, “I’m gay.”

      Silence. He didn’t really know how to react to that admission. Jason thought of himself as normal; someone who didn’t get mixed up with anyone outside of his usual crowd. That didn’t mean he hated everyone who was different, they just… weren’t him. However, he also thought that everyone had a right to be whatever they wanted to be. He thought of Tommy and camp years ago. An audible sigh left him before he even realized.  “And?” he urged Anderson to continue.

      “And I’m out. I’m gay and I’m out and they hate that I can be confident because to them, ‘fags like me’ don’t deserve to be treated with respect. I just wanted a little bit of respect,” he let out a dry laugh, gesturing to himself, “and this what I get.” Then he froze and clamped his mouth shut, as if he suddenly remembered that he was telling a complete stranger about a very private part of his life without any way to predict how he would react.

      Jason snorted. “That’s it? That’s why they beat the shit out of you?”

      “Seems like it, yeah.”

      “That’s stupid.”

      Anderson relaxed at his words, seemingly content with Jason’s reply.

      “I know.”

      The conversation tapered off into a comfortable silence. Jason finished both cups of coffee and took them back to the kitchen, setting them in the sink with a loud clink. The noise seemed to pull Anderson out of his thoughts. He struggled to his feet, cursing and clutching his ribs. “I should get going,” he said in a strained voice. “And I’m sorry for ruining your night––and morning too, I guess.”

      “Where do you live?” The question flew out of Jason’s mouth before he could stop it. “Just… uh, wondering if you’ll be okay, I guess?”

      “I have friends. I might to stay with them.”

      “But what about your place?”

      Anderson swallowed, tugging at stray threads that were on his sleeve. “I don’t really… have a place.”

      “What do you mean, you don’t have a place?” Jason asked, raising his eyebrows.

      Anderson looked in the other direction, purposely avoiding Jason’s hard gaze. “I’ve been staying at a friend’s house lately. Ever since I came out, my relationship with my parents has been… complicated,” he explained.

      Jason blinked. “Oh.” It had never occurred to him that things like that still happened, especially with how indifferent he was to that sort of thing. He’d never had a reason to think about it, but now…

      "Why are you here on summer break?" Anderson asked, as the college campus had only a few stragglers during that season.

      "I've got to make up a class or I won't graduate on time. And instead of commuting twice a week that far, I just decided to stay on campus. My folks are having some big vacation with the rest of the family anyway and so I'd just be at home by myself anyhow."

      "Oh, right. I don't really get on with my family since my coming out, so I just crash here with whoever will let me during the summer months."

      “You can stay here, if you want.” Again, the words flowed without his own approval, and he resisted the urge to bite his tongue. I know literally nothing about this man and yet I'm offering him a place to stay? What has gotten into me?

      Anderson turned to look at him sharply, and for a moment it looked like he would protest, but then he deflated, shutting his eyes. Jason waited. He couldn't take back the offer now, even though he had absolutely no idea where it'd come from. Anderson let out a slow breath and opened his eyes. “Why?” The words were muted.

      Jason didn't know what to say, so he simply said the first thing that came to mind. “Because it sucks that you have to deal with stuff like that. Because I feel bad,” he paused, “because it's lonely here, all by myself.”

      The other man gave him a strange look. “Don't you have friends? No offense, but I know your type, and we don't really mix well.”

      Jason ran a hand through his hair but insisted, “Stay. At least until you’re fully healed. Your friend probably needs a break, too, especially if you do that early morning bathroom thing with them.”

      A small smile curled on Jason's lips as he said it, hoping that Anderson took it in the manner it was meant.

      Anderson bristled, but seemed to be considering the offer. After a moment, he pressed his lips together tightly and said, “Fine. Only until I'm better, though.”

      Relief flooded through him, and then was quickly followed by confusion. Why was he relieved? Not bothering to dwell on that particular thought for too long, he smiled and said, “Okay! Then it's all set.”

      Stretching out his hand towards Anderson, he said with a grin, “It’s nice to officially meet you! Let's get along, okay?”

      The other simply nodded, returning his smile with a slight upturn of the lips.

      Jason knew this was ridiculous, not to mention totally out of the blue. He also knew, that in all the years of his life, he hadn't ever done anything so outrageously unlike himself. It was impulsive. It was strange. He had several friends come and go in his life but he'd always been a solitary creature. Why change that?

      Somehow, though, he couldn't really bring himself to care.
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      The next couple months were a blur of adjusting to being part of each other’s lives, learning habits and schedules, along with way too much partying (mostly on Jason's part) and way too much worrying (mostly on Anderson’s).

      “I swear, one day you're just going to keel over and die from ingesting so much alcohol, and then who's fault is that gonna be? Not mine. Nope. It's gonna be totally your own fault,” Anderson scolded, even as he handed a groaning Jason a bottle of ibuprofen and set a glass of water on his bedside table, helping him nurse yet another hangover from the previous night’s festivities.

      Jason flopped down onto the bed facedown and mumbled, “It’s summer, what am I supposed to do? My class meets one hour, twice a week, there's a ton of hours left to fill.” He rolled over onto his back and looked at Anderson, not without difficulty. “I’m not like you. Where do you even go during the day? Knitting club?”

      Anderson scoffed and ignored the barb. As he turned and walked out of the room, he called back over his shoulder, “Drink your water!” The front door slammed.

      Gratefully draining the cup of water that Anderson had brought him, Jason took out his phone and scrolled through his messages absentmindedly––since summer had started, not only had he been invited to practically every single party in the area, but now finals were over and people had time to dress up in something other than sweats and t-shirts, it seemed to him that every girl on campus was suddenly vying for his attention. While he still had that one class and a few exams left, for the majority of those on campus it was party-central and Jason was determined to fit into that whether he needed the grade or not.

      Jason wasn’t particularly interested in long term relationships like he knew some of the girls that liked him were. He usually liked to avoid anything serious, seeing college as a place to mingle and have fun rather than tie himself down to one thing––or person.

      And so came his most recent conquest; a feisty and exciting cheerleader by the name of Rebecca Finley. Introduced to Jason by one of his fellow teammates, Rebecca was the type of girl that donned the studious and serious look by day, but as soon as night fell, she shed her disguise and partied harder than anyone else. She was his type of girl.

      She didn’t delude herself with thoughts of love or romance; she didn’t expect him to be a perfect boyfriend. It was casual. It was comfortable. It was exactly how Jason liked it.

      Tapping out a quick message thanking Rebecca for the previous night, he dropped his phone and rolled back over onto his stomach. His friends were throwing yet another party tonight, but with his head feeling it was going to split open and spill his brains out onto the bed any second, Jason doubted he would be able to make it.

      Dinner with his new roommate it was, then.

      Up until recently, Jason had always lived alone, and had always been under the impression that having a roommate would be something difficult and entirely not worth the trouble––but living with Anderson wasn’t bad at all. It was pretty great, actually.

      Jason had found out that Anderson was a spectacular cook, and after having survived the first three years of college on a steady diet of instant ramen noodles and energy bars, real food was a welcome change.

      Although he had promptly refused Anderson’s offers to pay half of the rent as payment for staying as he was perfectly capable of paying for it all on his own, the other had been adamant about repaying Jason’s hospitality somehow, and so one day, after football practice had run particularly late, Jason had come home only to be surprised by the first home-cooked meal that he had seen since he’d left home.

      From then on, whenever they were both in the house during the evening, they tried to share meals. In the beginning, it was for the sake of convenience in addition to Anderson’s cooking being way too good to pass up, but after a while, it became a pleasant way for both of them to unwind, usually after a long and stressful day taking care of their own business.

      The mealtimes were also a good opportunity for them to get to know each other. Jason talked about his current girlfriend, his family back home, sports, or anything else that happened to be on his mind that day, and Anderson––Anderson talked about work.

      He was involved in spreading knowledge about the LGBT community and integrating it into the norms of society; as an open advocate for gay rights, he felt it was his duty to help others like him free themselves from society’s stigmas and hateful words about people like themselves.

      Of course, it wasn’t his main job, but it was certainly the subject that he talked about with the most enthusiasm. It was that enthusiasm that sucked Jason in before he even realized it.

      Never before had he met anyone so passionate about what they believed in; he found himself becoming Anderson’s friend and confidant, and eventually allowing the other to do the same for him. Even if it wasn’t normal, even if it wasn’t part of the typical lifestyle he had built for himself, he couldn’t bring himself to push the other way.

      He’d only had a friend like this once before, but Tommy was gone now.

      Although Anderson had insisted on leaving as soon as his injuries were fully healed, he hadn’t really put up much of a fight when Jason had suggested that he stay; they’d both got used to having a friend around.

      Smiling to himself, Jason closed his eyes and drifted to sleep. That night, his dreams were warm.
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      Jason’s transition to consciousness was slow, like coming to the surface for a breathe of air after being submerged underwater. His senses slowly came to life one after another, the first thing he fully registered being the sound of the running shower.

      Ah. Anderson’s home, he thought, propping himself up on his elbows and turning his head to check the time on his digital clock. Seven thirty. That meant he’d been sleeping all day.

      Jason rubbed his eyes and then stretched his arms above his head, yawning. Swinging over the side of the bed lazily, he once again checked his phone, quickly sending replies to the texts he’d got from his friends about tonight’s party. Rebecca had sent him one as well, saying that she would be there and was waiting for him if he decided to show up; he didn’t plan to. Not tonight.

      It’d been almost a week since he had last eaten dinner with his impromptu roommate, and for some reason, it made him feel weirdly off balance. They’d come to some sort of wordless consensus about spending meals together after the first few weeks under the same roof, but his recent dates with Rebecca had thrown of their dynamic. Plus, he really did need to get something other than alcohol and shitty party food into his body; even if he was an athlete, he couldn’t survive on crap alone.

      Strangely, Jason found that he was anticipating finally spending some time with Anderson. He kind of missed the guy, to be honest.

      Pulling on a pair of sweats over his boxer shorts, followed by a white t-shirt with a stain that looked suspiciously like coffee on the hem, Jason headed out into the kitchen and shuffled around aimlessly, waiting for Anderson to emerge from the bathroom and set today’s menu.

      “You're staying in tonight?”

      Jason whipped around at the sound of Anderson’s voice, the reply forming in his mind quickly dying in his throat as he ran his eyes down the man’s scandalously underdressed body. Droplets of water still glistened on his bare chest, and the towel that hung dangerously low on his hips. Jason swallowed and reigned his thoughts back in. Barely. “Uh, yeah. Decided to take your advice about not drowning myself in alcohol,” he stuttered out.

      Shit. What's wrong with me?

      “Missed me that much, huh?” Anderson laughed deeply—damn, since when did his laugh sound like that—and ran a hand through his dark locks, shaking loose a couple droplets of water that fell onto his shoulders and ran down the curve of his collarbones, leaving behind glistening trails in their wake. Jason felt a rush of heat flare in his stomach, and his cheeks burned from embarrassment.

      “Why would I want to spend time with you?” he denied lamely, “it's the food that I'm after.”

      “So it is me, then,” Anderson winked and headed towards his bedroom. “Pull the bell peppers and the onions out of the fridge, would you? I'm trying out a new recipe tonight,” he continued, his voice muffled through the wall between them. Jason called back an okay and pulled the ingredients out, suddenly nervous about his decision to stay in tonight.

      Anderson emerged from his room a second later wearing a pair of khaki shorts and a dark green v-neck sweater. Jason wrung his hands into his dirty t-shirt, suddenly self conscious. How could someone look so good with all their clothes on?

      Anderson joined him behind the counter, knocking their shoulders together playfully. “What's on your mind? You're quiet today,” he said, rolling up his sleeves––Woah, were Anderson’s arms always that muscular? He pulled one of the green pepper towards himself and began chopping, giving Jason a sideways glance and a small smile. It was cute. Kind of.

      Jason suddenly felt distinctly uncomfortable being in such close proximity to the other man and inched away slightly, trying to put a little more space between them. He didn't understand where these thoughts were coming from, but they weren’t normal. He was Anderson’s friend. Maybe friends thought about each other like this sometimes? Not likely. It had been nine years since any male had made him question things like this. Jason didn't like it. Jason didn't like it at all.

      He flinched as a hand touched his shoulder, then cursed himself for having such a strange reaction to such a normal touch. “Hey, you okay?” Anderson asked worriedly, his full attention now on Jason. Looking into Anderson’s sparkling grey eyes was like being bathed in sunshine, the kind that kissed the skin comfortably and didn’t burn after being under it for too long. But for some reason Jason felt as if he were standing right next to the sun, and if he spent any longer under the other’s scrutinizing gaze, he’d simply evaporate from the intensity of it all.

      “Yeah–yeah, I’m fine,” Jason said patiently. “Just not completely awake yet, that’s all.”

      Anderson hummed at Jason’s unconvincing response but went back to cooking without another word about it. “Help me out here, would you?”

      Deciding that now was not the time to start having some sort of existential crisis, Jason buried his strange thoughts about Anderson in the back of his mind for later and joined him in dinner’s preparations. While he wasn't a good cook, he could follow directions and would chop or prep anything Anderson asked of him. It helped take his mind off things trying to get the peppers in uniform strips.

      The meal was tense, although Anderson seemed to be actively trying to fill the heavy silence by being more chatty than usual. Jason tried to avoid too much attention to how the man’s eyes lit up as he spoke about his day, his hands waving wildly as he described something that excited him. With every swallow of food the lump in his throat grew, and he found himself unable to add anything to the conversation, guiltily keeping his eyes trained on his fork.

      Nothing was wrong, but Jason got the feeling that something, although he had no idea what, had changed. He felt different when he looked at Anderson. It was new, and he didn’t like it.

      Allowing himself a glance up at the man in front of him, Jason tried to ignore the way his heart skipped a beat whenever their eyes met. It’s probably nothing, anyway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    

    
      After the previous week’s awkward evening mealtime thoughts about Anderson, Jason had been pointedly avoiding thinking about the man, but living in the same house made it considerably more difficult. Especially since Jason had started to notice traces of the man everywhere.

      Brushing his teeth that morning, he noticed the addition of several bottles of moisturizer and a toothbrush nestled in a plastic cup right next to his. When he opened the fridge in search of sustenance, he took note of the new, healthy additions to its contents that would’ve never made their way into the fridge while Jason was still living there alone. Jason purposely avoided them in favor of some leftover pizza from the night before. He couldn’t really justify why he refused to acknowledge the new foods, exactly, but it felt like he had won some sort of personal battle with himself by pretending they didn’t exist.

      And then, there was earlier that week, when Jason had accidentally washed his hair with a fruity smelling shampoo that hadn’t been there before––at least now he knew why any room Anderson lingered in for too long smelled suspiciously of strawberries.

      It was hard to avoid someone who had so seamlessly managed to integrate himself into Jason’s life, especially with the events of the previous night imprinted in his mind.

      He had originally intended to spend the whole night out on the town with several of his buddies, but something had come up for each of them, leaving him all alone by the end of the afternoon. Jason had absolutely no idea how such a perfectly planned coincidence could occur at the most inconvenient time, but it’d happened, and so he was forced to head home a lot earlier than expected.

      It was probably for the best that they cancelled. He was pretty tired, anyway. Rubbing his eyes with his arm, he stumbled his way into the apartment, taking a moment to throw off his sneakers before flopping down on the couch and flicking on the TV. Even though his friends had all bailed on him, he still wanted to do something. Naturally, by something, he meant binge-watching an entire season of a crappy drama, or maybe watching the entire Spiderman series and wishing he had weird spider powers. He felt totally justified wallowing in his lonely misery, already mentally calculating how much ice cream they had left in the fridge for him to comfort himself with.

      Maybe he’d invite Anderson to his movie marathon. He could use the company even if he still felt kind of awkward around the guy after the weird vibes he got from their dinner together last week.

      He got up to pull some drinks out of the fridge and put a bag of popcorn in the microwave to pop while he pulled out the blankets on the couch and slid a random disc out of his collection into the DVD player. Finished with his preparations, Jason decided he might as well go and ask Anderson if he wanted to join.

      The door to Anderson’s bedroom was closed, not unusual when the man was in there, but kind of unexpected, considering that Jason was pretty sure he’d leave it open under the assumption that his roommate would be out all night.

      He lifted his hand to knock––and then stopped, his mouth dropping open. Was that… moaning? Heat rushed to Jason’s face, and he was sure that his blush was so dark that it spread to his ears, and maybe even down his neck. Jason backed away from the door, unwilling to make his presence known while Anderson was in such a compromising position.

      He swiveled on the balls of his feet, fully intending on high-tailing his way back to the TV, but when another moan floated through the closed door sounding suspiciously like Jason’s name, he froze in his tracks.

      Embarrassment quickly transformed into crushing mortification, and Jason suddenly found it difficult to breathe. His roommate, the one that he shared his meals with, the one that took care of him when he was hungover, the one that kept his toothbrush in the same cup––was jerking off to him. He knew Anderson was gay, and he was fine with it, because it had nothing to do with him, not really. But this changed things.

      His gay roommate was jerking off. To him.

      At that point, Jason knew it would be better if he just left, backed away from the door and forget he ever heard anything, but no matter how much he wished he could move, his legs refused to cooperate. The moans were louder now, a steady mantra of Jason, Jason, so unlike the way the words flowed against his skin when he pleasured his girlfriend. It was maddening.

      Jason clenched his fists and bit down on his lip, hard. Hard enough to draw blood. The salty flavor spread on his tongue, an anchor to reality, rather than this sick dream that he was trapped in; it had to be a dream. If not a dream, then a hallucination––he could never accept this as reality.

      Otherwise, there would be no other way for him to rationalize the sensation of his own cock straining against the inside of his pants, pulsing to the sound of Anderson’s husky whines. Jason barely managed to stifle a moan that threatened to escape his own mouth as he heard the squeak of Anderson’s mattress and a loud, needy groan filtering through the door as he came.

      Shit. Swearing under his breath, Jason finally managed to break out of his trance, rushing quickly to the bathroom and slamming the door behind him, no longer caring if Anderson knew he was there or not. Stripping and throwing his clothes to the ground, he stepped into the shower, turning the water on its coldest setting in hopes of killing his raging boner.

      It didn’t work. Gritting his teeth and leaning his head against the cool tile walls, Jason slowly turned the temperature of the water up before hesitantly reaching a hand down to wrap around his cock. Desire bubbled beneath the surface of his skin, and he bit down harshly on his own arm to try and stifle any sounds that might’ve broken free; he didn’t want to think about anything that related to Anderson––not now. He tugged at himself in sharp, jerky, movements, ignoring the tendril of pleasure that curled in his gut in favor of simply getting it over as quickly as possible.

      Release didn’t come slow or gentle; it was violent and sudden, not unlike the turmoil that twisted his stomach into knots and left him tingling with apprehension. The water washed away the evidence.

      Breathing out shakily, he unclenched his jaw from his arm, wincing at the deep red indents his teeth had left in his skin. It hurt, but it made him feel better somehow. Maybe because in that moment, he felt so utterly lost and confused that even pain was preferable to thinking about what had just occurred. After a moment of catching his breath, he stepped out of the shower and pulled on a pair a sweats that he had discarded there from that morning, blearily splashing his face with some cold water from the sink.

      He didn’t know what to think. He was scared. This wasn’t normal. This wasn’t how he had expected things to go when he’d invited Anderson to stay with him, and now he was in too deep to back out.

      He didn’t want this. He didn’t want to think about it at all, not now, not ever. Anderson was making him question himself just as Tommy had done. Made him question everything he thought he was and everything he thought he'd be.

      Staring at his foggy reflection in the mirror, he swiped a hand over his face, slightly surprised at how normal he still managed to look, even if he felt anything but.

      Jason knew that he wouldn’t be able to face Anderson right now; he wasn’t sure if he’d ever be able to face him the same way ever again. He tiptoed the distance between the bathroom and his bedroom as quietly as he could, nudging the door shut behind him with his foot before slumping to the ground, head in his hands.

      He couldn’t let this change things. He wasn’t gay. He wasn’t different like Anderson was. He’d grown up knowing who he was, knowing where he belonged and where he was supposed to go. This couldn’t change things.

      At that moment, slumped on the floor of his dark bedroom, Jason made a decision. He buried all his doubts and confusion in the corner of his mind, the place where they would never see the light of day ever again. He wouldn’t let them. Things would go on just as they had been.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    

    
      When Jason woke up the next morning, Anderson was already gone. Thankful for the small blessings in life, he slinked out of his bedroom to find something to fill his empty stomach, only for his eyes to catch on the bowl of popcorn he had left out on the counter the night before. He swallowed thickly, feeling a new wave of guilt wash over him.

      No––he couldn’t think like this. Nothing happened last night, and he had absolutely no reason to feel guilty. Reaching for an apple from the basket on the counter, he took a bite and chewed slowly, savoring the tangy taste with closed eyes. Anderson probably bought this apple; it hadn’t been there last time he’d checked.

      He opened his eyes, heart clenching in his chest. Suddenly, he wasn’t so hungry anymore.

      Endeavoring to think about anything other than Anderson, Jason thought about Rebecca. Even before last night’s confusing events, he had scheduled a date with Rebecca for tonight; she was the perfect distraction.

      In the past three months of their relationship, Jason had realized that he and Rebecca had yet to go on a single real date like couples were supposed to. So tonight, unlike their usual hook-ups in an empty bedroom at a party or a tipsy group date in a greasy diner at 1 am, his plan’s with Rebecca involved an actual, formal, honest-to-god dinner date.

      It had been an impulsive, five word texted suggestion of wanna grab dinner w/me? suggestion on Jason’s part, but he wanted––needed––some sort of proof that the way he felt when he ate dinner with Anderson was something entirely different from how he would feel on a date with a pretty girl.

      Standing in front of the Italian restaurant they had decided on for the date and wringing his sweaty hands into the front of his dark blue cardigan, Jason was beginning to have second thoughts. Since when was going on a date with his freaking girlfriend supposed to be this nerve-wracking? He contemplated texting her and calling it off, but hearing the familiar click of heels on the pavement and turning to see the petite, dark-haired woman approaching him clad in a deep red cocktail dress that hugged her curves in a barely appropriate sort of way, he knew it was too late. There was no backing out now.

      “Jace, you’re here! Sorry I’m late. Did you wait long?” Rebecca’s said in her sweet, lilting voice, threading her hands through the crook of his elbow, pressing herself to him and planting a quick kiss on his lips.

      “No, you’re fine. I just got here myself,” he replied, his eyes traveling down to stare at the way the dress displayed the curve of her breasts before averting his gaze. “Okay, if you say so,” she said, gently brushing her fingers up the side of his neck and pressing another kiss to his lips, a promise of what was in store for him later.

      Rebecca’s tinkling laugh rang through the air once more, the laugh that said that she was fully aware of the effect that she was having on the people around her. Rebecca unlinked their arms and danced ahead of him, her hair flipping glossily over her shoulders and she looked back over her shoulder, smirking slightly. “Come on, we’re gonna be late for our reservation!”

      Then she turned and headed inside the building, her hips swaying seductively in her short, skin-tight outfit. Jason gulped, feeling more flustered than the situation should’ve permitted. She was definitely doing it on purpose.

      Following after the sound of Rebecca’s laughter, he couldn’t help but chuckle too; this was what a date was supposed to feel like.

      [image: ]

      Dinner was a quiet affair. Rebecca wasn’t nearly as chatty as Anderson, instead preferring to give him long, suggestive glances over the rim of her wine glass, sliding her irresistibly smooth legs over his under their table. Jason took it better than he thought he would; it was surprisingly easy to shoot back equally provocative glances while his mind drifted to other things.

      Jason tried to convince himself that those other things were not supposed to involve visions of Anderson, carefully sculpted muscles displayed deliciously by that green cardigan from last week’s dinner, or the way he imagined the other would whimper and curl into the sheets submissively under Jason’s fingertips.

      Bringing his attention back to the unfairly beautiful woman in front of him was way more difficult than it should’ve been. Everyone knew she was attractive. Jason knew she was attractive. Hell, even Rebecca knew how attractive she was, and that only made her more so. “Are you alright?” she asked, momentarily breaking out of her flirty mood to give him a concerned look. Anderson gave him that same look when he worried, too.

      Jason smiled weakly at Rebecca’s questioning gaze. “I’m fine,” he said, downing his wine in one gulp, feeling it tingle as it ran down his throat. He wished that it could wash the stinging guilt that he felt away, too. He liked Rebecca; he shouldn’t disrespect her by comparing her to someone else while on a date. Especially if that someone else was a man. She didn’t deserve it. “It’s fine, Becca. I promise,” he repeated, reaching across the table to clasp her hand.

      Tonight, he was hers, and hers only.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    

    
      It’d been two weeks since Jason had caught Anderson masturbating while saying his name. He could, without any doubts in his mind, now proudly admit that he was over it. It had taken a lot of self deprecation and avoiding the other like the plague, but he was finally over it.

      Of course, he wasn’t sure how standing in close proximity to Anderson might affect him, but he hadn’t really factored it into his plans before––but when he was assaulted by a pair of strong arms wrapping around his middle as soon as he stepped foot through the apartment door, Jason was pretty sure that any plans he could have made would’ve been useless anyway.

      “Don’t say anything!” Anderson shushed Jason, pressing his face into his shoulder in a way that would’ve made it impossible to respond anyway. “Whatever it is I did, I’m really sorry, Jason. Just please don’t be mad at me––I’m not sure how much more I can take.”

      Anderson pulled away from Jason, looking him squarely in the face. “What?” Jason said confusedly, unable to form any thoughts to give the other a proper reply.

      “What do you mean, what? I’m sorry for upsetting you!” Anderson pouted and stepped back, and suddenly Jason felt like he could breathe again. Anderson continued with his worried tirade. “I don’t know what I did, but I figured because you’re obviously avoiding me I must’ve done something to––”

      Jason stared at the man in front of him, still trying to collect himself after the sudden embrace. After not seeing the other for such a long time, worried and wringing his hands in that familiar way that he always did when he was apologizing, it hit Jason how much he had missed the guy. He took a breath.

      “I’m not mad.”

      “Yeah, so I thought that––wait, what?” Anderson stopped, looking up at Jason abruptly. “You’re not?”

      Jason laughed. “No, I’m not. I was just… dealing with some stuff.”

      “I could’ve helped you, why didn’t you tell me you were having problems"

      “No, Andy. It wasn’t something you could’ve helped me with. I needed to be alone with my thoughts for a while, that’s all. Don’t worry about it.”

      Anderson pursed his lips, worried expression still not leaving his face. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I’m sure. Can we please just leave it?” Jason snapped, pushing past Anderson and collapsing heavily onto the couch.

      He leaned back, throwing his feet up onto the coffee table and taking out his phone to scroll absentmindedly through his notifications. Anderson joined him after a moment, perched stiffly on the other end of the seat as if sitting any closer to Jason would set him off somehow. After another awkward moment, Jason clicked his tongue and looked up at Anderson, who quickly whipped his head away to stare at the far wall. Hah. As if Jason hadn’t already noticed the sidelong glances the other kept giving him every two seconds. “Dude. Stop being so awkward. I can’t relax if you sit there like I just drowned your kitten or something.”

      Anderson jerked and smiled apologetically, “Yeah, sorry… I was kinda doing that, wasn’t I?”

      Jason rolled his eyes. “Yeah, a bit.”

      Anderson had taken a more comfortable position on the couch and turned his attention to the television. After a moment, Jason went back to his phone, content to let their conversation die. However, in a room silent save for the sound of their steady breathing, he quickly found himself growing restless and stealing contemplative glances at Anderson’s relaxed form. The other man didn’t notice, too absorbed in the screen in front of him.

      Jason wasn’t entirely sure what he was looking for when he searched the man’s stoic features. Maybe some sort of spark of forbidden attraction, or maybe a trace of festering guilt that had somehow managed to escape through the cracks of his mind. He didn’t find it, though, and he was happy with that. It meant that whatever strangeness he’d come in touch with was just a farce, a trick, and that he could finally go back to leading a comfortable life, hopefully with his dorky roommate in tow.

      Suddenly, an idea popped into Jason’s head, and he reached out with his toe and poked Anderson in the side with a “Hey. Hey. Listen.”

      The other grumbled and swatted his foot away, eyes still focused on the TV. Jason poked him again. “Hey.” And again. This time, Anderson grabbed his ankle and lifted his foot up in the air, causing Jason to lose his balance and fall back against the armrest of the couch, all the while glaring daggers. “What?”

      “I just had an idea. That’s all,” Jason said in a strained voice, trying to free his leg from Anderson’s grasp. The man raised an eyebrow. “What sort of idea? It better be a pretty damn good one, otherwise there’ll be consequences for interrupting my show.”

      Jason huffed and yanked his leg back, pulling it into his chest and propping his chin on his knees. “I just wanted to know if you’d be alright with me throwing a party here, is all,” he mumbled, his words muffled by the fabric of his sweatpants. “Thought it might be kinda cool if you could meet my friends, too. They’re pretty chill.”

      At Jason’s suggestion, Anderson turned his attention fully towards him, thumbing at the remote to turn down the volume on the television. A thoughtful expression flickered across his features for a second before replying, “If you’re sure it’ll be okay. I’m not against it, but I don’t want to cause any trouble,” he said, tugging at the collar of his shirt and grinning sheepishly.

      “Great,” Jason grinned and immediately took out his phone and started tapping away to his friends. He looked up after a second and added, “Oh yeah, I was thinking about having it tonight. Is that cool with you?”

      Anderson floundered for a second before shrugging and replying, “Can I help with anything? I’ve never actually been to a college house party, so I don’t really know what it’s like…”

      “You’re kidding,” Jason gaped at Anderson’s confession, his mouth dropping open in an unsightly fashion before breaking laughter. When Anderson bit his lip and scratched the back of his head, looking off to the side awkwardly, only then did Jason’s laughter begin to quiet down. He squinted at Anderson and asked incredulously, “Wait– really? You’re serious?”

      Anderson coughed and blushed, avoiding Jason’s gaze. “Yeah.”

      “You’re not messing with me right now? Someone like you? How does that even happen?”

      “I was busy, that’s all,” Anderson protested, drawing himself in.

      “Okay, okay. That just means we’ll have to make this party a good one,” Jason said with a wave of his hand.

      Taking a moment to think, he typed a number into his phone, bringing it to his ear and grinning. This is going to be great.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    

    
      Just like Jason had planned, the party was insane. Lights flashed as bodies weaved and writhed to the heavy bass that thrummed through the room, beating hard and study like the pumping of a giant heart. With the free flow of alcohol loosening up the crowd, strangers were friends and liquid courage became the catalyst in the sparks that flew between bodies, sweaty and electrified by another’s touch.

      Jason, too, had been one of those bodies, but with his buzz fading, he found himself sequestered into one of the darker corners of the room, observing the crowd and taking an occasional sip from the spiked punch in his red solo cup.

      Seeing Anderson emerge from the crowd, Jason called his name and waved an arm to catch his attention. The other made his way towards him, stumbling the last few steps to the wall before catching himself on Jason’s shoulder.

      “Well, what do you think?” Jason shouted over the sound of music blasting from the speakers, his hand clutching Anderson’s shoulder.

      “It’s awesome, Jace,” Anderson gushed directly into his ear, gesturing around wildly with his hands. Anderson lifted his drink to his lips and missed, nearly spilling it onto the ground in the process, clearly already past tipsy and well on his way to being completely drunk. Jason himself felt pretty unsteady on his feet too, but not to that extent. They leaned into each other for support anyway, though.

      Taking another drink from his cup, Anderson added, “I knew party’s were supposed to be fun, but I didn’t know they were like this!” His hand bucked wildly, and this time half of his cup’s contents sloshed directly onto his t-shirt, but in his excited state he didn’t seem to notice.

      Jason threw his head back and laughed at the other’s excitement. “I’m glad to hear that,” he shouted back, unclasping his arm from Anderson’s and gently placing a hand on his upper back and pushing him back towards the crowd. “Go! Have fun!”

      Anderson gave him a cheesy grin and a thumbs up before disappearing back into the throng. Jason’s breath hitched involuntarily; the strange fluttering sensation in his ribcage returning at seeing the other man’s smile. He shook himself off and drained the last few drops of his drink, crushing the cup in his hand. The party would be winding down soon, and he should make the most of it while he could.

      What kind of host would he be otherwise?

      [image: ]

      Jason felt the couch protest with a creak as Anderson collapsed next to him, the last of the party guests either passed out in various compromising positions around the house or gone, presumably to other parties or back home to sleep off the night’s festivities.

      He felt Anderson’s arm loop around behind him and tensed for a moment before relaxing, too drunk to care about how uncomfortable he should’ve felt. Instead, he sighed and let his head fall back against the other’s arm. “I am going to have the worst hangover tomorrow.”

      Anderson laughed and pressed his thigh into Jason’s, his grip tightening slightly. “Tell me about it,” he said in a low voice, breath fluttering against Jason’s ear. He shivered as a pair of lips ghosted across his neck, so lightly it could’ve just been his imagination. He heard another shaky breath. “God, Jason, the things that you do to me,” Anderson whispered, and this time there was no mistaking the lips on his skin.

      Gasping, he turned his head to look into the dark, lustful eyes that were way too close to his face, his heart beat so quickly it felt like it might jump out of his chest. His eyes flicked down to Anderson’s lips, and he whispered back, “What do I do to you, exactly?”

      The dim lights caused shadows to dance across their skin, and suddenly the air between them was on fire and he needed to touch, to feel the man in front of him, never mind that this was Anderson, his roommate, his very male roommate that was slowly dragging his hand down Jason’s chest, feather-light and oh-so-careful. “What do I do to you, Anderson?” Jason repeated, slowly threading his fingers into the other’s shirt. His mind was hazy, whether from alcohol or arousal, he wasn’t sure, but he hadn’t wanted something like this in a while.

      Anderson’s hand brushed his thigh and he twitched, letting out a slight moan. Anderson fixed with a smoldering gaze, and Jason only had a second to react before the man growled, “You drive me insane, Jace,” before a pair of lips slammed into his, and all doubts flew out of his head as if they had never been there in the first place.

      The other’s mouth was hot, tasting of spiked punch and liquor and just a hint of something sweeter, fruitier. Throwing all caution to the wind, he shifted from his sitting position and threw a leg over Anderson so he was sitting on top of him, mouths still attached. He ran one hand down the Anderson’s chest and snaked the other into his hair, pulling roughly. The other groaned into the his mouth in response, and fingertips inched up the inside of Jason’s thigh, palming across the sensitive skin of his clothed arousal.

      Anderson’s tongue flicked across Jason’s lips and he parted them in permission, pulling away slightly to suck in a frenzied breath before diving back in, sucking wetly on the new addition to the inside of his mouth. Both hands had long since tangled themselves in Anderson’s messy locks, and he took pleasure in the heat the coursed through him with every sound his tugs elicited from the other.

      Hands were touching him everywhere, and he felt as he would explode, his lack of experience only adding to his arousal. And then Anderson’s lips were no longer pressed against his, instead trailing down his neck until they reached his collarbone, where they sucked and nipped at the his neck, desperate to mark the exposed patch of skin.

      Pulling away, Anderson slid both hands up to Jason’s thighs and squeezed. “I can’t believe you’re letting me do this,” he said breathlessly, his eyes wide and lips swollen red from abuse. Jason shrugged and grabbed him by the back of the neck, pushing their faces together once more.

      “I can’t believe it either,” he said, before closing his eyes and diving back into the abyss that was Anderson.

      He couldn’t think, not with the alcohol coursing through his blood and taste of Anderson on his lips, he couldn’t do anything but feel. It felt like a dream––a strangely good dream, one that he would never have permitted himself to have if he were sober––but even good dreams had to end at some point.

      It ended abruptly when Jason realized that the thing that was poking into his leg was Anderson’s dick, and this wasn’t some sort of game, and he was making out with his roommate on the couch in their shared living room. His eyes shot open with horror at the sudden realization. “No, wait-Anderson- stop!” he shouted hoarsely, pushing the man away and standing on shaky legs, unable to wrap his mind around what had just happened.

      Just like two weeks ago, he felt himself uncomfortably aroused by the same man, except this time, it wasn’t something he could keep to himself. He had literally had a full-out make out session with his very attractive, very gay roommate/best friend. Anderson looked at him in confusion, furrowing his eyebrows. “What’s wrong?”

      Jason spluttered, “What’s wrong? Everything’s wrong. This- this wasn’t supposed to happen. In fact, forget this ever happened.”

      “What?” The outrage in Anderson’s voice was evident, a flash of angry hurt appearing in his eyes. “Why?”

      “Because- because-” he searched for words, panicking and wanting nothing more than to run away, “-because this is wrong. Because I’m not gay. Forget about it,” he settled on, becoming more and more frantic by the second.

      “What? Forget about it?” Anderson hissed, rising to his feet, now clearly pissed.

      “Yes, that’s what we have to do. You made me do this, you know. I’m not gay. I have a girlfriend,” Jason said defiantly, stepping away from Anderson and putting out his hands to prevent him from coming any closer.

      “I didn’t force you to do anything! What the hell?” Anderson yelled, drawing himself up to his full height, and Jason couldn’t help but tense up noticing how much taller the other was than him. “This wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t decided to be so fucking flirty. Who gave you the right to act that way around me?”

      “How can you even blame this on me? You could’ve stopped at anytime! I wasn’t flirting with you at all!”

      Jason scoffed and pointed an accusing finger at the man, backing away further. “Forget it. This is your fault. I’m not gay, so this is your fault. You took advantage of me,” he added weakly before turning and running to his bedroom, slamming the door behind him, leaving the other to fume by himself.

      His heart felt like it was going to leap out of his body and his stomach bubbled dangerously, threatening to bring vomit crawling up his throat and out onto the carpet. He struggled to breathe, clutching himself around his middle with shaky hands. This wasn’t right. He wasn’t gay. It had to be a dream.

      He stood in the dark for what seemed like hours but could’ve been minutes, letting his heartbeat slow and his heavy breathing settle down to a more regular rhythm before slumping exhaustedly onto his bed. Deciding that thinking about it too hard with a muddled brain was probably not going to help him anyway, he did what he did best and locked it all away for later, closing his eyes. He could always deal with it another day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    

    
      Saying the next few weeks were awkward would be an understatement. For Jason, they were unbearable. The morning after the incident, Anderson had tried to confront him about the previous night, but Jason had ignored him and run back into his room with his metaphorical tail in between his legs, staying there until he heard the definite click of the front door as Anderson left for work.

      Anderson had tried to confront him a couple more times after that, but still unready to face up to himself and his feelings––Jason was NOT gay, and would never believe otherwise––but that was beside the point. He developed a sort of routine skirting around the other man, coming home late only after he was sure Anderson was sleeping and leaving in the morning before the other was awoke.

      He spent a lot of that time with Rebecca, desperately engaging in everything from hand-holding to frantic unsatisfying fucks in the backseat of his car, diner bathrooms, anywhere they could. Rebecca seemed pleased by Jason’s sudden desire to engage in these types of activities, but was ultimately disappointed by how he failed to get it up no less than half the time.

      Jason came home every night feeling more and more frustrated with himself, his irrational anger towards Anderson growing every time he noticed traces of the other around their apartment. His apartment. He couldn’t exactly kick Anderson out, not when he was too busy trying to prove his sexuality to himself to even look the man directly in the eye.

      Unfortunately, he knew he couldn’t avoid the inevitable conflict forever. He’d endeavored to come home late that night, but apparently it wasn’t late enough to deter Anderson from waiting up for him. He shut the front door behind him and quietly slipped of his shoes, keeping the lights off and he tiptoed towards his bedroom.

      “Jason. You can’t keep avoiding me like this,” a voice sounded through the dark, and Jason flinched as the lights in the living room flicked on, revealing a very tired and very frustrated looking Anderson.

      “Uh, yeah I can,” Jason said petulantly, beginning to walk towards his room again.

      A hand shot out in front of him, blocking his progress. “You can’t.” Jason gritted his teeth and looked at the other, trying to ignore the fact that it was the closest that they’d been to each other since the incident. “Move,” he hissed, his eyes narrowing.

      Anderson didn’t budge. “I said, move,” Jason tried again, this time succeeding in pushing Anderson’s arm away from him.

      “We should talk about this,” Anderson persisted, his voice pleading, “Would you at least look at me?”

      Jason felt the familiar beginnings of guilt beginning to form and huffed a breath, refusing to comply with Anderson’s request. “I’m not gay, Anderson. We have nothing to talk about,” he collected himself, letting his frustrated squash the tendrils of guilt, “I never asked to be taken advantage of.”

      The man in question made an indignant sound of protest in his throat, but before he could reply Jason was already retreating into his room, leaving Anderson stranded alone for the second time in two weeks. He could already see a pattern forming.

      Sitting on the edge of his bed, Jason sighed and rubbed his face with his hands, unable to get Anderson’s hurt expression out of his head. What was he supposed to do? He definitely wasn’t gay––he couldn’t be. He was normal. Normal guys dated girls, had sex with girls, thought about girls. He thought about them, right? He had Rebecca, after all. He liked being with her.

      The fact that the memory of his forbidden make out session with Anderson popped into his mind every time he got distracted from Rebecca didn’t mean anything––he was just confused.

      It was all Anderson’s fault.

      If he hadn’t wormed his way into Jason’s life, then none of this would’ve ever happened. If Anderson got the message that Jason just wasn’t interested, then maybe he’d leave him alone.

      Lifting his head from his hands decisively, he took out his phone and typed out a message. Jason would show him who was really in the wrong, here.
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      As soon as the doorbell rang, Jason was there, whipping the door open to reveal a surprised Rebecca. Her makeup, as always, was perfect, but the mismatched outfit was enough to hint at her rushed arrival. “Is everything alright? You called me here so suddenly–”

      Jason grabbed her by the wrist with a rushed, “Thank God you’re here,” before dragging her inside. Leading her to his bedroom, his grip tightened on her arm in anticipation of what he needed to do. He had to prove to himself––and to Anderson––that he was wrong.

      He barely made time to shut the door behind him before he began to paw at her clothes, laying her down with enough desperation to her leave her breathless and struggling to reciprocate with the same amount of enthusiasm. Linking her legs around his back and pulling him in, she slid her hands up under his shirt before smothering him with a kiss. Jason could feel himself trembling, but he wasn’t sure if it was excitement or apprehension, and that only made his body hum with even more uncertainty.

      “What’s got into you all of a sudden?” Rebecca smiled against his lips, her vanilla scented lip balm’s scent filling Jason’s nose. It was overwhelming. It was wrong. It wasn’t strawberry. Jason subconsciously recoiled from his own intrusive thoughts, trying to focus on the task at hand.

      “Nothing,” he managed a smile in return, “I just missed you.”

      Rebecca smirked in her fox-like manner, sensually pulling his t-shirt over his body in one swift, practiced motion. “Well in that case, show me exactly how much you missed me,” she whispered against the crook of his neck, nipping at his skin.

      He shivered, but only because the removal of his shirt left him susceptible to the draft that blew in from under the door. He lowered himself down onto the bed, hands and knees on either side of Rebecca. “I want to make you scream for me tonight, Becca,” he tried, the words feeling fake and insincere as soon as they left his lips. Rebecca didn’t seem to notice, simply lifting the corners of her mouth in a slight smirk before pulling him down for another kiss.

      He tried to get lost in the sensations of hot skin against his, running his fingers along her exposed curves, mapping out every hill and valley with his hands. Rebecca whined and bucked up against him, her body pink and trembling with desire.

      Jason really did try. He tried to feel the same heat that he used to, to feel like she was a shrine and he a worshipper using her to pray for his salvation, but every touch was empty of the fire he had come accustomed to when he was around her. He ignored himself and his lack of arousal in favor of pleasuring her, hoping that maybe it might fix his problem of not getting it up.

      Maybe she wouldn’t notice if he used only his hands.

      She did notice, though, looking down at him through half lidded eyes, worry tinting her voice, “Jace, what’s wrong? Are you having...problems again?” She gently placed a hand on his chest, moving up to his shoulder and squeezing consolingly. In that moment, he felt a burst of undeserving affection for the women beneath him, the one who had stayed with him through this strange time in his life, even when she would’ve been better off breaking up with him and spreading rumors about his inability to put out on every street corner.

      Then he felt guilty thinking about Rebecca like that, because he should’ve known better than to think that she was that sort of person. Considering how Jason had been acting lately, those sort of things might be attributed to him. Pulling away from her touch, Jason groaned in frustration, “I don’t know what’s wrong with me– ugh, yes I do, who I am kidding, it’s just–” he stopped. The sad look that Rebecca was giving him said more than any words could––she knew.

      “Jace... you’ve got to stop lying to yourself. I don’t know what happened and when, but I think I have a pretty good idea,” she lectured, sitting up and pulling her sweater over her head. “I’m not lying to myself,” Jason blurted out before he could stop himself.

      She gave him a sharp look. “Jason. This is the third time this week you haven’t been able to get it up for me. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

      He blushed at her bluntness and searched for a reply. “I… Becca, I swear I’m not gay,” he pleaded.

      She raised her eyebrow, “I never said you were, but remember when you told me about Tommy? You may want to explore the possibility --I'm just saying-- that you might be bisexual.”

      Pulling on her shorts, she stood, stretching slightly before turning back to him. “Also, before I go, let me tell you what I think, Jason. I think you’re confused, and scared. I think you’re in denial because you’re scared, and I honestly think that it’s a waste of everyone’s time and energy––thanks for wasting my time, by the way––if you keep dragging it out just because you’re a huge wuss that can’t face up to your true feelings.”

      Trying to hold on to any last thread of dignity he has left, Jason quickly interjected, “I’m not. I can’t be.”

      Rebecca simply shook her head and picked up her bag, leaving quietly the way she came. Jason knew that his attempt to convince her that he wasn’t thinking about someone else had only done the opposite; his words sounded like lies even to his own ears.

      He tried not to think about Tommy. The last time he had seen him it was during the Wayfair County Interactive, a community wide event that gave kids a camp-like atmosphere out of the city. He'd gone with his best friend, Tommy Phillips, and it was the longest bus ride he'd ever taken away from his parents. They sat there and chatted the entire ride there, and hugged each other at the opportunity to be away from the parents for an entire week.

      On the last day of the event, the organizer had them create a terrarium to take back home, so that they'd have a piece of the experience there with them all the time. Both of them had looked forward to it and had stayed up the night before talking about it, before falling asleep in the same bunk together. They'd been 12 years old, inseparable, and thought they'd be together forever. Through years of sleepovers and fort-building, he couldn't imagine life without Tommy.

      All the kids stayed close to the organizer, and grabbed whatever they saw to stick into the terrarium. Tommy and Jason however, picked over things in search of the perfect items. After gathering moss and pebbles, Tommy had spotted a bird's nest fallen on the ground on the opposite side of the road to the creekside.

      "I'm going to go see if it has an egg to put in mine. Make mine different from everyone else's," he poked at Jason, pointing to the mass of nest. Jason rolled his eyes. It was just like Jason, always creative, always full of energy and life.

      "Tommy, why do you always want to be different from everyone?" Jason had asked.

      "Because sometimes different is good," Tommy grabbed Jason's hand and said to him, looking straight into his eyes, "sometimes different is magical."

      It was then, away from the group, that Tommy had leaned over still holding Jason's hand, and kissed him. It was a quick kiss, but Jason remembered closing his eyes and feeling a sense of 'home' he'd never known before.

      He didn't even have time to respond when he opened his eyes and saw Tommy's huge grin light up his face before turning, without looking, and running toward the fallen nest.

      The Jeep that had been racing down the road never saw him, the Wayfair County Chronicle stated, and Jason never got over the mixed feeling of intense happiness coupled with crippling sadness. Losing Tommy made him stuff those feelings down deep, and only Anderson it seemed was bringing them to the surface.
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      Later that night, when Jason bumped into Anderson in the hall on the way back from bathroom, he knew the other had heard his failed attempts at denial, too.

      The breakup text from Rebecca that was waiting for him when he woke up in the morning wasn’t entirely unexpected, either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    

    
      “Didn’t think I’d be seeing you here again,” said an amused voice from behind the counter. Jason looked up to see the same bartender that had called him out those many months ago, the night he had stumbled in after exams. He chuckled wearily, “Yeah, Cameron. I didn’t think I’d be back here, either.”

      The man laughed and leaned against the counter on his elbows. “What does your mood call for tonight?”

      Jason’s eye flickered across the display of alcohol in front of him. He looked down and tapped his hands nervously against the wooden counter. “Just a beer for me, thanks.”

      Cameron hummed and eyed him for a second before setting a bottle in front of Jason. “Enjoy,” he murmured before turning to serve another person who had slid in on the opposite end of the counter, leaving Jason with his thoughts.

      Sighing and running a hand down his face, Jason stared at the bottle before shaking his head and taking a swig of the bitter liquid. It trickled down his throat and settled heavily in his stomach, a comfortable distraction from the mess in his head. He didn’t really know why his feet had carried him back to this particular bar in the middle of the night, but after what had happened several hours before, he felt justified in his actions.

      This is where it all started, after all.

      Cameron left Jason alone for the better part of an hour, conversing with the other man behind the counter in a low voice while glancing occasionally is in his direction. He did so until Jason’s bottle was almost empty, then proceeded to cut off the conversation he was in with a smooth smile before gliding over to where Jason was sitting and placing another drink in front of him.

      In a perfect mirror of their first meeting, he said casually, “On the house. You look like you need it.”

      Jason gave him a quizzical look. “Are you sure you aren't going to bankrupt the place if you keep giving out drinks like this? Or at least get in trouble?”

      The bartender winked slyly and pressed a finger to his lips. “Let's keep it a secret, then.”

      Jason scoffed, but took the drink anyway. Cameron leaned against the counter, his eyes trained on Jason. He observed quietly for a moment before continuing, “I don't give free drinks out to everyone that comes here, you know.” He picked at his hands thoughtfully before admitting, “You just seem like you have an interesting story to tell. I thought you might spill if I loosened your tongue a bit.”

      Jason choked on his drink, coughing a bit at the man’s bluntness. When he recovered, he cleared his throat and said, “I hardly think I'm anything interesting, dude. I'm pretty much the definition of normal, if that's anything for you to go by.”

      “Hm… How disappointing,” Cameron smiled, his voice unconvinced. Jason sighed and set his drink down on the counter with a loud clunk.

      “My girlfriend broke up with me,” he started. It all spilled out from there, as if a dam inside him had suddenly burst, letting all of his turbulent thoughts free. “And my roommate kissed me, and I can't stop thinking about it, but it doesn't make any sense, because I'm NOT gay, he's gay. I'm normal.”

      He took a flustered breath and a drank large gulp of his beer to shut himself up. This was not how he imagined he would end up confiding in someone about his insecurities. At a bar, and to a complete stranger, no less.

      Cameron stared at him curiously for a moment before he said, blank faced, “Well, that is a lot less interesting than what I expected from someone like you.”

      “What do you mean? What were you expecting from me, then?” Jason narrowed his eyes, not expecting such an indifferent response outright.

      “I expected a scandal—maybe drugs, or family issues? But a college guy denying his sexuality? You really weren't joking when you said you were normal.”

      “What?” Jason spluttered indignantly. “I’m not denying anything! I'm really not gay!”

      Cameron sighed, rubbing his temple with several of his slender fingers, “Out of everything I said, that's the only thing you caught.”

      Jason pushed his drink away and made to stand up, but the bartender gave him a sharp look. “Sit down. You're not running away from this.”

      Intimidated by the other man’s unexpected intensity, Jason slid back down into his seat, taking the remains of his drink back in his hand and downing it in one long swallow. Maybe this wouldn't be so embarrassing if he could drink enough to forget it ever happened the next morning?

      “Look, you're obviously not going to believe me if I try to convince you that you're in denial,” Cameron said calmly, ignoring Jason’s glare before adding, “but let me just say, you're not the first guy who’s come through here saying stuff like this, and you're certainly not gonna be the last.”

      Jason opened his mouth to protest, but the bartender held up a hand and Jason closed his mouth and crossed his arms, huffing loudly.

      “But,” he paused, “I think that you should stop avoiding the subject entirely. Nothing is ever gonna change if you spend all of your time and energy on pointlessly tiptoeing around the subject.”

      “What do you suggest I do, then?” Jason said through his teeth, his fingernails pressing little crescents into his arms in irritation. The bartender tapped his fingers against his mouth thoughtfully, looking completely unaffected by Jason’s confrontational tone.

      “I think that you need to suck it up. By avoiding the problem, you’re just making it more painful for everyone, including yourself. You’re acting like a coward.” Jason bristled and glared sharply at the man, but the other showed no response, pressing on. “You aren’t a coward, are you?”

      Under the calculating, intelligent gaze of the other man, Jason lost his ability to speak, instead shaking his head tersely in response. With that, the bartender averted his gaze and said with finality, “Good. Don’t avoid this. Think. It’d be a shame if you lost him after everything, too.”

      Jason sighed as he let argumentative spirit deflate, knowing full well that what the other man was saying was right, no matter how much he didn’t want it to be. He scooted back from the counter and stood, thanking the man quietly and moving away without another word.

      Just before he pushed the door open, Cameron called after him, “Hey–don’t let it get you down too much. You’ll figure it out eventually.” Jason nodded slowly and opened the door. “Oh, and give Anderson my regards, would you?”

      Jason whipped his head around and stared at the smirking man with wide eyes. “You knew?” he said incredulously, but the bartender just winked and disappeared into the storeroom behind the counter, leaving Jason alone to come to his own conclusions. The man’s mischievousness echoed through the empty bar, even as Jason finally collected his wits and headed out into the night.

      After that, Jason’s time became unfairly occupied with Anderson. Mostly thoughts of how he could kick him out without coming off as too much of a dick and maybe a couple times he even thought about how he would apologize to him if he had the guts. Rebecca was right; he really was just a huge wuss, especially when it came to things like this.

      Lucky for him, Anderson seemed to get the message after the failure of a night with Rebecca and left Jason to his own devices. In fact, the man got so good at avoiding him that after a while Jason started to feel like he was living with a ghost rather another living, breathing human being.

      It upset Jason more than he thought it would.

      With the environment at home becoming progressively more stifling with every passing day, Jason began to grasp at every possible opportunity to leave their shared apartment; this meant taking advantage of every single invitation he got as an excuse to get out. Jason should've predicted that it wouldn't be that simple to rid himself of Anderson’s haunting presence.

      Of course they couldn’t avoid each other forever, no matter how much they might’ve wanted to. After months of living together, Anderson had been accepted amongst Jason’s friends as a permanent addition to the group, and this made it considerably more difficult to participate in group activities without constantly bumping into one another. Whenever that happened, one of them always hightailed it out of there with some half-ass excuse about forgotten business just to avoid the awkward situation.

      What could they do when they were always both invited?

      This time, however, that didn’t seem to be the main problem. Jason sighed and tucked his phone into his pocket, staring blandly at the brightly lit movie theater display in front of him. He had been invited to a group movie night by some of his friends, who had all somehow conveniently forgotten about their plans at the same time. Again.

      So now he was stuck standing all alone in front of the movie theater like some sort of pathetic loser, trying to decide whether he should stay and see the movie without them or admit defeat and head home for a solo movie marathon of his own. Again.

      Glancing around stiffly, he suddenly became aware of the half-apologetic looks people were giving him as they walked by, almost as if they could sense he was being stood up. He wasn’t being stood up. Not really. He snorted and scuffed his heel against the sidewalk, berating himself for being ridiculous. It’s not like he was on a date; he hadn’t been on one of those since Rebecca left him.

      He still felt a little hurt that his friends had forgotten about him, though. Stop being such a baby.

      He cringed inwardly, wondering where that unwanted thought had come from. So what if his friends forgot? He had plenty of other options. Besides, it’s not like he didn’t know how to have fun all on his own.

      Yeah, that’s right. Movies were always more fun to watch in the comfort of your own home, anyway. He could eat whatever he wanted for free, sit however he wanted, laugh as loud as he pleased… who was he kidding. Of course he was upset about being left all alone. Going home now would be pathetic; it’d be a waste to leave without seeing a movie now that he was already here. He shook his head and began walking towards the theater’s entrance, determined to have a good time all by himself.

      “Jason?” Hearing a familiar voice, he tensed and turned slowly on the balls of his feet, filling with dread. He came face to face with the exact person he hoped it wasn’t going to be.

      “Anderson,” he breathed, grimacing at the way his voice cracked. Jason had been avoiding the man before him so much lately that hed finally started to have an easier time forgetting about the fact that they lived in the same space, shared the same friends, and even went to the same college. It’d been getting easier, but seeing Anderson standing in front of him looking like some sort of lost puppy was like a punch in the gut.

      “What are you doing here?” Anderson asked, looking off to the side and awkwardly shifting his weight from one foot to the other. Jason stared, unable to speak. He was still recovering from the man’s unexpected appearance.

      “I, uh… I came to see a movie?” He phrased it like a question, his mind stalling. Fear churned uncomfortably in his gut, and for a second he considered turning and booking it all the way back home. Maybe he could hide in his room for the rest of the year?

      “You came to see a movie,” Anderson repeated back, finally looking at him. His lips were curled into an amused grin, but it didn’t reach his eyes. Suddenly Jason felt cold. “I see.”

      There was a pregnant pause in which neither of them spoke. Jason could feel the tension thrumming through the air between them thickly enough to be cut with a knife, and he shifted uncomfortably, unsure of what he could do to dispel it. Anderson kept his gaze fixed on Jason’s face, eyes still blank and endless, even with the polite smile plastered on his lips. Jason cleared his throat. “You get stood up too?”

      Anderson twitched, as if he didn't expect Jason to actually speak. Jason didn't blame him. “Yeah, it seems like I was,” he replied, his voice revealing nothing of how he felt.

      Jason let out an involuntarily chuckle and then quickly looked away, embarrassed. He heard Anderson step closer and turned his head back towards him, relieved when he saw the other was still looking away from him. He didn’t know if he could handle looking into Anderson’s eyes and seeing nothing. Even hurt would’ve been better. At least then Jason wouldn’t have been so terrified to apologize.

      He took a deep breath, and went for it. “I'm sorry.”

      Anderson looked at him, his eyes flashing with something. Jason couldn't tell what it was, but it was better than the emotionless mask he had been faced with before. “For what?” he said, phrasing it as a question even though it was clear that both of them already knew.

      “For everything. For kissing you. For blaming you. For ignoring you. Everything.”

      Jason waited for a reply with bated breath, afraid that he had crossed a line by diving into it all at once. Maybe now wasn't the time for this sort of discussion. Finally, Anderson blinked and shook his head, a small smile painting his lips. “I forgive you, Jason. I probably overstepped some boundaries too, after all. You're not the only one who’s been doing some hard core avoiding.”

      Jason let out a relieved laugh and ran a hand through his hair, feeling a weight he hadn't even known was there lift off of his shoulders. “Let's just not talk about it anymore, okay?”

      Anderson nodded in reply and glanced towards the theater display, which had changed since the last time they looked, revealing a new double feature for several action films they'd both been looking forward to seeing. Giving Jason a toothy-grinned sideways glance, he asked, “Wanna see a movie, then?” He pointed towards the display. “That one, I mean. It's a double feature and it runs kind of late, but…”

      He looked down, shuffling his feet and looking way too much like some sort of oversized teddy bear for Jason to refuse. “Yeah, yeah, sure,” he said hurriedly, feeling a little off balance from the sudden shift in the atmosphere.

      “Well, let's go then,” Anderson breathed out, smiling. They traded glances and headed inside, and for the first time since the incident, Jason let himself relax and enjoy the moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    

    
      “Dude, that was one of the best movies I’ve ever seen,” gushed Anderson, pulling his jacket on as they stepped out of the theater. “Absolutely no regrets.”

      “Haha, yeah, it was pretty great, wasn’t it?” Jason agreed, grinning tiredly. “The first one wasn’t bad, either,” he added, yawning into his hand as they walked down the street towards the bus stop. Anderson smiled and bumped their shoulders together, laughing airily. “Tired?”

      Jason flushed. “No,” he muttered, looking down. He stifled another yawn. Anderson hummed disbelievingly, then teased, “Sure you aren’t.”

      After a moment of silent walking, he said in a light tone, “Maybe we should call a cab? The walk back to the apartment is a little bit too tiring for this late at night…”

      Jason shrugged and glanced around, only now noticing the lack of activity around them. The street was almost completely empty save for a couple people walking in the opposite direction, clearly in a hurry to get home after a long day, or maybe just to get somewhere more populated; the darkness of the closed shops was a little bit unsettling, now that Jason thought about it.

      He glanced up at Anderson out of the corner of his eye, examining the other’s neutral expression. What could it hurt? Anderson wasn’t wrong about the walk being far, and he was tired… “Yeah, you might be right,” he said slowly, with uncertainty in his voice.

      They walked a little while longer before managing to flag down on a taxi on the livelier side of town. By that time, Jason was tired enough to feel the weight of his eyelids dragging his eyes closed every few seconds, and he had started walking closer to Anderson to make sure someone would be able to catch him if he fell asleep on his feet. Of course, if Anderson was going to be doing any catching, it was definitely going to be platonic.

      Even tired, Jason was aware enough of his surroundings to remind himself that Anderson was his friend, and the reason they had needed to make up was to maintain that friendship.

      He wasn't gay.

      That's what he kept telling himself, albeit sleepily, as they fell into the taxi and Anderson wrapped an arm protectively around him and whispered “Sleep,” and he complied without another word, his face pressed into the other man’s shoulder.

      He really wasn't.
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      “Hey, we’re here. You gotta get up, Jace,” Anderson’s voice broke through Jason’s subconscious, a hand shaking him gently from his sleep. “Don't wanna,” Jason grumbled, and attempted to swat the invasive appendage away, curling in on himself a little more." Jason, come on. You're an adult, I'm not gonna carry you inside.”

      “Why can't you?” he mumbled grumpily, opening his eyes and letting them adjust to darkness. Slowly, he came to his senses. Oh yeah. They were in a taxi. They went to the movies. Just the two of them.

      At any other time, those thoughts would've probably freaked Jason out, but at the moment he was just too tired to care. Groaning and dragging himself into a sitting position, he thanked the cab driver and let himself be supported by Anderson as they stumbled to their front door and into the apartment.

      At any other time, Jason probably wouldn't have let Anderson help him all the way to his bed, especially up to the point of tucking him in. He didn't have any justifiable explanation for his actions, but if someone asked later why he'd caught the other’s wrist just as he turned to go to his own bedroom and said, “You can stay here tonight, if you want,” he would have simply told them that it was his relief talking. He'd just made up with the guy; he missed him. It was a poor excuse, but it was the one that Jason convinced himself was the truth, the one that allowed him to act so out of character.

      When Anderson stared at him through the darkness and nodded, whispering a quiet “okay” and settling into his side, one arm curled around his waist, Jason told himself that this was perfectly okay for him to do. He told himself that friends did this sometimes, too.

      And when Anderson snuggled into his back, burying his nose in Jason’s hair in such an intimate and personal and totally not “just friendly” way, he still ignored it, because he was tired in more ways than one, and quite frankly, it felt pretty good. Even if it was strange and terrifying and Jason would probably regret it in the morning, he pressed back into Anderson’s hold, closing the space between them completely. He sighed and closed his eyes. In seconds, he found himself giving into the call of sleep once more.
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      The first thing he became aware of when he came to the next morning was warmth. It enveloped him completely, radiating from all sides, and for a second he wasn't sure if he was still dreaming or if it was part of reality. He shifted and opened his eyes, almost reeling back in shock from coming face to face with another blindingly bright grey orbs. Anderson.

      For a moment, no one spoke, no one even breathed. Jason could feel the horror slowly seeping into his veins, and suddenly the warmth was too much, and every open patch of skin burned with embarrassment. He wanted to create space between them, because maybe distance would make it easier for him to think, or speak, or do something other than stare into Anderson’s face and feel all hopes of returning to how their relationship was before evaporate in the air between them.

      “We need to talk.”

      Of course Anderson would be the first to break the spell; he probably didn't feel like he was going out of his mind like Jason was. He broke eye contact and propped himself up on his elbows, unsure of how to reply to Anderson’s statement. He threaded his hands into the sheets, tugging at them anxiously. After a minute of running his hands over the fabric, he felt calm enough to give a firm response or at least a less shaky one. “Yeah. We do.”

      He kept his head down, not trusting himself to maintain his unruffled facade in front of Anderson. He heard the bed shift as the man stood, moving towards the door. “I'll be waiting for you in the other room when you're ready,” his voice drifted from the doorway, followed by the sound of his footsteps fading away.

      Alone in his bedroom, Jason let out a shaky sigh and buried his head in his hands. He vaguely recalled thinking that he would regret letting Anderson stay in his bed overnight, and he was right. He groaned and flopped back onto the bed, listlessly staring at his blank white ceiling. If only his mind were as blank as the unblemished surface above him, then maybe he wouldn’t have to face the inevitable conversation that was waiting for him right outside his bedroom door. He turned his head to look out the window; it was a dreary, dark morning, one that promised clouds with rain showers that persisted longer than even rain lovers could pretend to enjoy. He sighed. There was no running from Anderson this time.

      In one decisive motion, he slid to his feet and flung the door open, heading out into neutral territory. Maybe their friendship could still be salvaged if Jason tried to hard enough. He might not be able to see the other man the way he had when they had first become friends, but he would do his best to bring back whatever comfortable flow they had had before.

      Just as he had promised, Anderson was waiting for him. He sat quietly at the kitchen table, his gaze fixed on the steaming mug of coffee in his clenched tightly in his hands. He’d changed into an oversized green sweater that gave Jason the impression that he was drowning in fabric, making him look a lot smaller than he really was.

      Jason paused at the room’s threshold, suddenly afraid to intrude on the man’s thoughts. He stood in silent observation for another moment before tentatively stepping into the room. “Your coffee’s gonna get cold if you just stare at it like that, you know,” he said softly, trying to keep his tone light.

      Anderson looked up and gave Jason a slow half-smile before replying, “Well then I guess it’s a good thing I don’t like coffee very much, isn’t it?” He gestured to the chair across from him, sliding the cup of still hot coffee towards Jason. “I made it for you.”

      “Oh, uh, thanks…” Jason replied lamely, sitting awkwardly on the edge of the seat and taking the cup in his hands. When Anderson didn’t say anything, Jason gave him a small nod and gingerly took a sip of the warm liquid, instantly feeling a bit more awake and ready to deal with the situation as soon as it’s bitter flavor hit his tongue.

      “Better?” Anderson asked, smiling and relaxing in his seat, arms stretched out palms down on the table between them. He looked down for a moment, collecting himself, and then lifted his eyes to capture Jason’s. Jason nodded slightly, taking another slow swallow of coffee. Jason tensed his hold on the mug, unconsciously keeping it close to himself as a form of comfort.

      “So… There’s a couple things that I wanted to tell you about myself. I thought that maybe if you understood my side of things… it might help you figure out what’s being going on in your own head lately,” Anderson started, looking a little uncertain. “Not that I know exactly what’s going on, but I think I have a pretty good guess.”

      Jason nodded again, not trusting himself to say much without knowing where the conversation was going. He hesitated, then asked, “You mean… the kiss, right?”

      Anderson tugged on the sleeve of his sweater and bit his lip. “Kinda. I mean, partially, yes, but that’s not what I wanted to tell you. Not really.”

      “Then what is it?” Jason said confusedly, shifting farther back into his chair.

      Anderson took a deep breath. “You know I’m gay, right?” he said bluntly, his tone unwavering.

      Jason stared at him dumbly for a moment before he said, “And? So what? You’re gay. I get that. I already told you I’m not, though.”

      Anderson held up a finger and shook his head aggressively, leaning forward. “Listen to what I have to say before making statements like that, Jason.”

      “I never said I wasn’t.”

      “Don’t say anything until I’m done. I just… I want you to take this seriously.”

      Putting the half empty coffee mug down on the table with a resounding click, Jason pinched his lips shut and crossed his arms. If Anderson wanted him to listen, then he would. That didn’t necessarily mean he would agree, though.

      “I think that you’re gay, Jason, or at the least bisexual. I think you’re scared and you’re in denial because this isn’t what you wanted, or what you thought you wanted, so you’re trying to avoid accepting the truth head on by avoiding me, since you think I’m the source of your problems. But listen–I’m not the problem.”

      Jason spluttered, not expecting that sort of straightforward attack on his personal identity from a non-confrontational person like Anderson. It was exactly what Rebecca had said when she walked out on him. He opened his mouth to protest, but was quickly shushed by a wave of the other man’s hand.

      “You think being gay makes you abnormal, or broken somehow, but that’s not how it works. It’s hard, because a lot of people think that’s what it’s like, and they’ll call you names, and hurt you, and sometimes they’ll even feel sorry for you, and I can’t even put into words how much more the pity hurts than the punches.

      “My point is, after the kiss–no, who am I kidding–” Anderson made a frustrated sound and rubbed his temples with his hands, “Even before the kiss, I was attracted to you. I knew you weren’t into that sort of stuff, and I planned to keep my distance, but when you were the one who came onto me like that–I just couldn’t refuse, and–God, Jace, I’m so sorry,” he looked up, remorse sparkling behind his eyes and making Jason’s heart leap in his chest, “I’m so fucking sorry.”

      “I– what?” Jason stuttered, his thoughts too jumbled to give a proper reaction. “You… like me? As in, like me in that sort of way?”

      “Yeah, Jason. I do.”

      “Oh,” he swallowed, a lump forming in his throat. He braced himself for the feelings of disgust that he was sure were to follow any second after Anderson’s bold confession, but when they didn’t, he found himself confused in their absence. Neither of them moved.

      The room was quiet save for the repetitive ticking of the clock on the kitchen counter and the gentle pitter-patter of rain against the window. Time seemed to slow between them.

      Then, Anderson stood abruptly, the chair screeching against the tile floor loudly. “I shouldn’t have said that–what was I thinking, ugh–I’m sorry,” he said in a panicky voice, a stricken expression on his face. He turned away from the table and made to walk away, but before Jason knew what he was doing, his arm shot out to loop around the other man’s wrist, holding him back. “Wait. Anderson, Wait,” he said pleadingly, wanting more than anything to sort things out between them once and for all.

      Pulling him back down into his seat, Jason settled back and ran a hand through his hair once again, making his already messy hair stand on end. It was nervous habit that seemed to be getting the better of him lately. “I don’t want to lose your friendship,” he started, thinking for a moment before continuing, “But I can’t accept your feelings.”

      Anderson deflated, curling in on himself with hurt even though he knew there was a great chance that he would be rejected. And even though Jason expected the reaction, he couldn’t stop the guilt that hooked itself into his insides.

      “Are you sure you can’t at least think about it?” Anderson whispered, his voice small.

      Jason looked down at his interlocked hands uncertainly. “I… I don’t know.”

      Something about Jason’s tone seemed to invigorate Anderson, and he looked up, hope filling his expression. “It’s not just about me, you know. I’m mentioning this for your own sake, too. You have to understand, being gay isn’t some sort of disgusting crime. All of the pain is worth it, in the end. There was a time when I denied, ignored, and smothered my feelings, too. I tried to avoid it all and keep myself locked in the closet, but it was horrible. I was always doubting myself and the truthfulness of my actions, and… Sorry, I don’t know why I’m going on this huge tangent, I just want you to understand what I’m saying and really think, Jason.”

      Then he stood, taking the nearly empty cup from the table and walking over to the kitchenette, refilling the cup once more before pausing and pouring a second cup, carrying them both back to where Jason was sitting. Jason took the cup gratefully into his hands, raising his eyebrow at Anderson, who took one anxious swallow of the coffee and grimaced, setting it aside.

      “I’m sorry, Anderson, but I don’t really understand what you’re implying here. I mean, thanks for sharing something important about yourself with me, but it doesn’t really relate to the kiss or anything…” Jason trailed off, taking a quick sip of his drink before adding, “and I’m sorry for that, by the way. I was drunk, and I really regret leading you on like that.”

      Anderson let out a frustrated half-shriek at his response to Jason’s words, lifting his arms above his head in an exasperated manner before taking a deep breath and seemingly reigning his emotions back in. “I’m not looking for an apology. Is that what you think I want from you?”

      “What do you want from me, then?” Jason fixed Anderson with a pointed stare. “Do you want me to admit that I’m gay or something? I can’t, because that’d be lying. Maybe it’s just you who’s having these delusions… or maybe you’re the only one that I react to like this–but either way, I’m not what you want me to be.”

      “No–I, that’s not what I want!” Anderson insisted fiercely, his hands clenched and eyes flashing vehemently. Jason shook his head and drained his second cup of coffee, feeling more and more uncomfortable by the second.

      “One date.”

      Jason deadpanned. “What?”

      “I said, one date,” he repeated, leaning so far forward that his chest was almost resting on the surface of the table, and Jason unconsciously scooted back to himself a little bit more room to breathe. “Please give me that, at least. Maybe I can prove to you that what we have is something, and not just a mistake that we can move on from by pretending it never happened.”

      “But–”

      “Just one. If you’re still not convinced by the end of it all, I promise I’ll leave you alone. Heck, I’ll even move out. Please,” Anderson pleaded, and when their eyes met and Jason saw how much this meant to the man, he knew that he would say yes, no matter how much wanted to deny this, as well.

      “Okay. I’ll do it,” Jason mumbled, hoping that he wouldn’t regret this decision after it was all over. “Just one, though.”

      Anderson’s eyes widened and a wide grin split across his face, and suddenly all the droopy sadness that was weighing him down seemed to disappear, leaving behind only the dazzling creation that had captured Jason’s attention in the first place. He gulped.

      If agreeing to what Anderson wanted made him look like this, then perhaps sacrificing his dignity was worth it, after all. Besides, it was just one date. How bad could it be?
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      Pretty bad, as it turned out. Not “bad” in the sense of an awful date, but the moment Jason laid his eyes on Anderson’s flawless figure, he knew he was fucked.

      They’d agreed to meet up for a simple lunch date, leaving a little bit of room to relax that wouldn’t have been there if they’d chosen to go for a stuffy dinner date, instead. However, that didn’t mean Anderson wouldn’t go all out with his appearance; he was more impeccable than usual, from his perfectly styled raven black hair all the way down the pressed green collared shirt and black slacks.

      It almost made Jason feel embarrassed that he had come in a simple pair of jeans and his usual varsity jacket, barely sparing an extra glance in the mirror to make himself look at least a little bit more presentable than usual.

      But when Anderson sidled up to him and gave him one of his reassuring, brilliant smiles and said, “You look great,” Jason found all of his worries about his own appearance shoved to the back of his mind, suddenly replaced by worries of how he was going to get through this date in one piece.

      “You, too,” he mumbled under his breath, following Anderson into the friendly family restaurant they had chosen for their date’s location. They were quickly ushered to one of the empty booths in the corner, the waitress giving Anderson a familiar smile and a wiggle of her eyebrows, which he returned with a slight laugh. Jason looked around taking in his surroundings. It was a cozy place, and although he’d never been there before, Anderson had insisted that this was one if his favorite places to eat and relax, and he was beginning to see why.

      It was friendly and welcoming in a quiet sort of way, all neutral colors and hushed voices, everyone wanting to maintain a certain level of privacy, even in a public place. The sound of whatever love song was popular on the radio right now mixing in with a wave of other everyday noises almost unnoticeably calmed Jason’s frazzled nerves, and he resisted tapping his fingers against the table’s wooden surface and reveal to Anderson how anxious really felt.

      “You going to look at the menu or just stare off into space all day?” Anderson said, his tone amused. Jason jolted out of his daze and flushed involuntarily, mumbling and incoherent apology under his breath before pulling a menu towards himself and burying his face in it.

      They sat in silence until the waitress approached them, and after putting in their orders and the menus were taken away, Anderson folded his hands together and rested his chin on them, smiling at Jason in a distinctly intimate way that made the room feel at least ten degrees warmer.

      “So…” he began stiffly, “What do you even talk about on these… dates?”

      Anderson blinked and then stifled a laugh in the back of his hand. “Oh my god, have you never been on a real date before or something?”

      “What? No! Of course I have!” Jason spluttered hastily, his cheeks burning pink. He felt like his ears were probably turning red too, and that thought only made him blush harder.

      “Well then, what do you talk about on your dates?”

      Jason looked down at his lap, wishing he could simply melt into a puddle on the ground from embarrassment. “I don’t, usually,” he muttered, “we kind of just… look at each other?”

      At that, Anderson burst into laughter, and Jason bristled at the sharp sound, glancing around before hissing at the other, “What’s so funny about that? Stop laughing so loud, everyone is staring!”

      Thankfully, Anderson’s laughter quieted down a little after that and he hiccupped, “I’m sorry, I just–” he wiped a tear from the corner of his eye, “that’s just so you. Of course you’d be the type to avoid having an actual, decent human conversation with the person you’re with.”

      “Hey! That’s not true! I can totally have a normal conversation on a date!” he protested, pouting slightly.

      “Oh yeah?” Anderson cocked an eyebrow, leaning forward, resting his head on one of his hands and whispering, “Prove it.”

      He swallowed audibly, tensing as the previous awkwardness was replaced with a new, unfamiliar tension between them. He felt pinned under the other’s gaze, and he barely noticed as his breath caught and his palms began to sweat. He didn’t want to admit defeat just yet, but Anderson was making it very difficult for him to convince himself that he didn’t like him.

      After a moment, Anderson chuckled and leaned back. “Just kidding,” he said dismissively, and the spell broke, leaving Jason confused and more than a little bit turned on. Shit. Luckily, that was the moment that their food arrived, and they broke apart to focus on eating their food, only occasionally inserting a light comment to fill the silence.

      If this were a date with one of Jason’s many previous girlfriends, this would be the point in which the quiet would become stifling and uncomfortable, but for some reason, that moment didn’t come with Anderson.

      They finished up their food without a hitch, and afterwards, Anderson led him out by the hand, insisting that because this was their date, he was allowed at least this much. Jason thought about protesting but decided against it; the warmth of the other man’s hand in his was too much of a guilty pleasure.

      Following their lunch, they took a walk in the local park, not talking as much as simply enjoying being in touch with nature and with one another. Slowly, Jason found himself getting sucked into their date, thinking that maybe, if only just this once, he could let himself like Anderson. It was scary and he didn’t think he’d ever be able to admit it out loud, but he liked it.

      Aside from a couple of strange looks and rude catcalls that they got from several bystanders when they noticed Jason’s and Anderson’s interlocked hands, the date went off without a hitch, and soon they returned to their shared apartment. Living together made it difficult for the date to have a sense of closure, considering they were coming home to the same place, but… it was alright, somehow.

      Jason made to reach for the door, feeling satisfied with the ending of the date, but when Anderson cleared his throat and tugged on his arm, he turned around to face the other feeling oddly giddy for what he thought was about to happen.

      Their close proximity forced Jason to look up slightly to meet the slightly taller man’s eyes, and he breathed shallowly, suddenly nervous. Sure, he had done more than this drunk, but it was a completely different experience doing this sort of thing sober, especially now that he had acknowledged his feelings, of only to himself.

      Slowly, they gravitated towards one another, Anderson’s hands clenched around both of Jason’s wrists as if he was afraid he would run away. His eyes darted across Jason’s face searchingly, as if he was trying to find any traces of regret or disgust in his expression. Jason only blinked and smiled hesitantly, trying to reassure Anderson that this was alright, and that even though he hadn’t said anything yet, he was going to let this happen. Anderson leaned up until his lips brushed Jason’s cheek gently, and he tried not to flinch away from the contact, not wanting to ruin the moment.

      “I had fun today,” Anderson whispered against his skin, the words barely reaching his ears they were so faint.

      Jason nodded slightly, feeling the tickle of Anderson’s hair against his nose. “Yeah, me too.”

      Anderson let out a relieved, breathy laugh. “I thought you wouldn’t– I’m glad,” and then he unclasped one hand from Jason’s wrist, reaching up to gently brush a stray lock of hair behind his ears, his gaze as intense as his voice when he said, “I want to try something, and if you don’t like it, I’ll stop, but–” his breath hitched, and he placed his hand gently on Jason’s shoulder, squeezing, “Please let me do this.”

      And for the millionth time over the course of their friendship Jason said, “Okay,” but this time it was different, because it wasn’t a plain request like washing the dishes or watching a movie together––it wasn’t joking or unsure or unhappy. It was a clear-cut yes, one that held more meaning behind it than either of them could ever express in a manner more pure than with one simple word.

      Anderson closed the gap between them, and the moment their lips touched, Jason felt a bubble of warmth burst in his chest and spread throughout his body, sending a pleasant tingling sensation all the way to his fingers and toes. It was an innocent, close-mouthed kiss, and although there were no metaphorical sparks flying, Jason laced his hands into Anderson’s hair and pulled him closer, reveling in the sweet tang of strawberry and citrus on his lips.

      It was Anderson who pulled away first, and Jason’s eyes followed his tongue as it darted out of his mouth and ran across his lips, almost disappointed that the moment had ended so quickly. “Thanks,” he whispered hoarsely, a sad smile gracing his features. It felt too much like a goodbye for Jason’s comfort, and he disentangled himself from the other man’s hands and stepped back, trying to assess the situation with a clear mind.

      He had just kissed Anderson and enjoyed it. He wasn’t drunk, and it was completely of his own volition, so he couldn’t blame it on anyone else. He opened his mouth to say something intelligent, but nothing of the sort came out. In fact, quite the opposite, really. “I think I like you, Anderson,” he chuckled awkwardly as the man’s eyes widened in disbelief. “I guess you were right, huh?”

      Anderson stared at him dumbly, his arms hanging limply at his side and mouth slightly agape. Jason cringed and waved a hand in front of the other’s face, trying to bring him back to his senses. Anderson shook his head and met Jason’s eyes with a slightly dazed look of his own and asked, “Are you serious? Because if you’re joking, I’m just going to leave right now and–”

      “No! I would never do that. Not now, at least,” Jason cut him off, shaking his head frantically. “I mean it.”

      Another tense moment passes, and Jason almost considers taking back everything he just said, afraid that it was the wrong thing to say, and that Anderson was upset somehow, but when clear, beautiful laughter echoed through the air around him, he knew he had succeeded.

      A pair of arms smothered him, and suddenly he found his face pressed into Anderson’s shoulder, so tightly it would’ve hurt if he hadn’t been too busy laughing and hugging the other man back. The force of the impact had sent them careening into the wall, but neither of them could bring themselves to care when things finally felt so right.

      Pulling away to open their front door, they stumbled in, still laughing and holding onto one another as tightly as possible, more out of relief than anything else. When they finally calmed down enough to separate, Anderson waited patiently for Jason to take off his shoes before grabbing his hand and leading him into the living room, flopping down onto the couch and pulling Jason down next to him.

      They looked at each other, almost for the very first time of really seeing each other for who and what they were. Jason had no more fear of giving in, of accepting the  love given by another man. Anderson was not Tommy.

      Jason put his hand on Anderson's thigh as he said, "I think I'm ready." The voice was barely a whisper, filled with longing.

      Anderson buried his face in Jason's neck, not needing to be told twice. His lips found Jason's and he worked to strip both himself and Jason's shirt off.

      His hand wrapped around Jason's neck, pulling him close to him, so that he could feel his heartbeat on his skin. His eyes drew in the toned features of his chest, as he ran his fingertips down the taunt muscles.

      Jason let a small moan escape him, as Anderson smiled. His lips traced an invisible path from his neck down his chest, over his hips, and as his fingers worked to unbutton his button-fly jeans, he could already feel the tension of the bulge Jason had formed.

      In moments, Anderson had freed Jason from the denim confines of his jeans and licked the very tip of his cock. His back arched as Anderson continued to just tease him with the tip of his tongue tracing circles around his head.

      "Anderson, you're killing me here, please..." he whispered. This was it, he was begging a man to suck him, and he wasn't ashamed.

      "Alright, alright," Anderson teased, opening his mouth and allowing every inch of Jason inside the warm wetness of him.

      He worked Jason expertly, sucking him long and deep, only allowing himself to stop when Jason was just on the brink of orgasm. He had to admit, the torture in Jason's eyes was just too damn erotic.

      It wasn't too long before Anderson allowed Jason his release, spilling over Anderson's lips and dripping down onto the couch from the intensity. Jason had gasped and held tight to the cushions, having never experienced that sensation with any of this former conquests.

      They allowed themselves to bask in the moment, letting the calm wash over them after a long, stressful couple of months.

      Then Anderson angled back so he was facing Jason, pecking him on the cheek lightly and then following it up with a hard punch to his shoulder. Jason made a pained sound of protest, wondering where the sudden hit had come from. “You asshole,” Anderson laughed, “I can’t believe I put up with your crap for months, when all I had to do was ask you out on a date to get you to confess your feelings for me,” he snorted and buried his head in Jason’s shoulder, and Jason nodded and laughed in agreement, “We were both kinda dumb, weren’t we.”

      “Yeah, a little.”

      They sat like that for a long time, long enough for tiredness to start pulling at Jason’s eyelids, the warmth of the room and the body sandwiched next to him on the couch lulling him into a comfortable half asleep state. He was almost ready to give in when Anderson spoke up, his voice light and playful. “So…when’s our second date?”

      Surprised by the randomness of the question, Jason chuckled and pulled their interlocked hands farther into his lap. “Whenever you want it to be, of course,” he replied, snuggling down against Anderson’s shoulder.

      “We have all the time in the world.”

      Jason lifted his head up from Anderson's body just long enough to look into his loving eyes and said, "I love you, Anderson." He was halfway back to snuggling into the warm body before he heard his friend choke back a sob as he replied, "I love you, too."
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      The prison rang with sliding metal doors. Lamar flexed in the viewing window, his black skin bright under the harsh lights. Six new inmates lined up before him, stripped, cleaned, inspected. An officer had cuffed their hands in front of them. They covered themselves or glared at his shoes. One sneered at Lamar. He had just volunteered himself for example.

      Lamar turned from the viewing window to rake his black eyes across six naked bodies. Slim, fat, built, thin, thin... and the sneering one. He was built. Linebacker-type with a glower that made men step back and reconsider. Not Lamar.

      His polished boots rang on the wet pavement. Lamar crossed his beefy arms and stood in front of the staring man. Blue eyes, brown hair. Taller than Lamar. Good. He was the perfect alpha specimen. When he knelt before his Warden, the others would follow his lead.

      Lamar slapped his dark hand on the man's wide chest, putting considerable weight behind it. "Name, inmate?"

      "Adam."

      Lamar smiled. "Good to meet you. I'm your Warden. Kneel."

      Adam leaned forward, his wide bottom lip pinched in his teeth. "Fuck off."

      Lamar exploded forward, shoving Adam against the damp wall. He pressed himself close and gripped Adam's jaw. "You will address me as Warden." Lamar whispered, "You're a smart man, what do you think obeying will earn you?"

      Adam's eyes narrowed. He grit his teeth and said, "Yes, Warden."

      Lamar pat his cheek. "That's better." He drifted his dark hand down Adam's side and squeezed his broad ass. Adam's eyes widened. His breath hitched. "Much better, don't you agree?" Lamar dropped his other hand to Adam's ass and kneaded his fingers into the muscles.

      Adam leaned against the wall and breathed, "Yes, Warden." He spread his legs for Lamar's wide thigh.

      The Warden leaned in. "If you do as I ask, you get what you want. It's really that simple." Adam's heavy cock stirred against his thigh. He cast his attention suddenly left and startled five naked inmates watching the show. Their reactions were a mix of horrified and drawn, like a train wreck they couldn't avoid. One was enjoying the show if his cock was any measurement.

      Adam grunted, bringing Lamar's attention back. "Put your hands above your head." Adam did so, finding a ring sunk into the cement that he grabbed. The position exposed his wide chest and abs. Adam flexed. His cockhead peaked from his foreskin.

      Lamar palmed Adam's cock, drawing the foreskin back to gaze at what it hid. Adam grunted again and his cock throbbed. Perfect. Lamar disentangled himself from the inmate and took a single step back. "Turn yourself around, Adam. Put your hands on the bar."

      Adam sneered at him but did as instructed, exposing himself from behind. Lamar gripped and massaged the man's ass until he spread his legs without prompting. Adam's cock hung down, his balls swung between his legs. Lamar put his thumbs on the crack of Adam's ass and caressed the globes apart. Adam shuddered.

      "When you came into this facility my officers stripped you of your items and washed you. We keep a strict code of sanitation here, do you all understand?"

      They echoed a choppy chorus of, "Yes, Warden."

      "Good. The final inspection is my privilege to handle personally. The cavity check." Adam's ass shook, but he didn't move. Lamar pet his dark thumb down the inmate's crack, pausing against his hole. "Adam here is going to show you all how it's done. He won't move for the entire procedure." Lamar pet Adam's long spine, waiting for his reply.

      "I won't move, Warden."

      Lamar smiled. He pulled a pair of gloves from his belt and snapped them into place. Then the lube. He smeared both hands with it and rubbed them together. He started with a single finger. Lamar pushed just the tip of his index finger against Adam's entrance. The digit slid in to the third knuckle. Adam shuddered. Lamar slid his finger out and in again. Out, in. Out, in--he found and hit Adam's prostate, running his finger in little circles until Adam bore down for more. Lamar thrust two fingers into Adam's ass and assaulted the gland.

      He reached around front and gripped Adam's long cock, allowing him to thrust. Adam's hips bucked. "Are you hiding anything in here, inmate?"

      "No, Warden!"

      "Good!" Lamar removed his fingers and snapped the gloves off. He marched to the left and faced the next inmate.

      Adam snarled. He reached for his red cock and Lamar barked at him, "Don't you move."

      Adam jumped back to his position, hands on the bar, legs spread, red cock throbbing without release. Lamar refreshed his gloves and lube. He gave the next inmate an expectant look. The man turned to face the wall and put his hands on the bar. He spread his legs, shaking.

      Lamar slid the tip of his finger into the man's ass, massaging and sliding. He had no desire to cause any pain when they followed his orders. Men like these needed strict rules, ones they could trust to follow. Lamar kept himself to high standards.

      He toyed with the inmate until he forgot there were others watching. The man surged against Lamar's two fingers, keening, begging. Lamar stepped away. Adam watched him. Lamar paid him no attention at all.

      Four more inmates went through the same procedure, no one fought him. They shuddered and obeyed. They resisted the urge to jerk off. But Adam... Lamar smiled at him and removed his gloves from the last inmate. He was proud of this one. Adam was the perfect example. Turned on, infuriated, and best of all, obedient. He deserved a little more.

      Lamar lubed one bare hand and grabbed Adam's long cock. He worked the shaft back to full hardness, chuckling to himself. Yes, he'd give Adam a little something to remember.

      Lamar unzipped his pants and lubed his own fat shaft. Tormenting the inmates was always fun, but Adam's fury had Lamar stiff and throbbing. He lined himself up and Adam's whole body stiffened. Including his cock. Lamar pushed forward. The head of his cock popped through, then he sank into Adam's depths with a groan.

      He pulled Adam's ass wider and pumped his hips. Lamar watched his dark cock sink in Adam's hole again and again. He hissed, "Yes, you like that."

      "Yes, Warden!" Adam leaned into every thrust. Lamar's balls bounced with each impact.

      "I always come first in this facility." Lamar warned his new charge. "You have to earn your way around here."

      Adam gasped, "Yes, Warden!"

      Lamar came, pumping deep. He gripped Adam's hips and felt his cock shudder and twitch. When he backed up, Adam whined.

      "Turn around, all of you." Lamar pulled a small cloth from his belt and wiped himself clean. He saw every inmate flush red. Some were still hard. Adam's cock wept. "Kneel."

      Adam knelt first. Just as Lamar had planned. He threw the cloth in the inmate's direction. "Behind this door are two hundred men just like yourselves. Most of them are here for life. And most of them can follow the rules better than you. Be smart. Do as you're told and you'll get what you want. Am I clear?"

      A chorus of Yes, Warden.

      "On your feet." Lamar opened the first gate to the main community room. The inmates shuffled in. Only a few bars separated them from the general population. Hoots of appreciation echoed toward them. Lamar closed his side of the gate.

      Adam slammed a smaller inmate against the bars, his blue eyes stared at Lamar but he snarled at the inmate. "You think this is funny, runt?"

      "No, no, I don't."

      "That's good, because it's your turn." Then Adam did address Lamar. "Lube."

      "Please." Lamar lifted an eyebrow. "We're polite in this facility."

      Adam growled, "Please."

      Lamar squeezed a portion onto Adam's palm and watched the man fist his cock up and down until it throbbed. Then he violated the smaller inmate against the bars, both of them rutting and groaning until Adam came, staring the whole time at Lamar.

      When both of them had settled, Lamar pushed the button for the inside door and six new inmates joined the prison system. They were each handed a stack of clothing and a welcome bag of supplies. Lamar grinned. He had a lot of fun ahead of him.

      --//--

      Lamar crossed his arms and marched down the cell block. Officers had dimmed the lights hours ago and except for an occasional dream, the inmates appeared to be sleeping. He heard a moan.

      Two cells down Lamar found an inmate naked on the lower bunk, thrusting into the tight grip of his own hand. He watched for several minutes until the inmate groaned and came, squirting on his chest and belly. His neighbor above never twitched. It gave Lamar an idea.

      He finished his round of this cell block with a hardon throbbing in his pants. He had a plan and he couldn't wait to bring it into motion.

      In the next block over, Lamar greeted the night guard with a curt nod of his head. He strode past several cells, seeking one in particular. Adam.

      Adam slept in the lower bunk of his cell, one arm thrown up over his eyes. His broad shoulders breached the edges of the bunk and he was tall enough to sleep at an angle just to fit on the mattress. His cell mate snored, his back to the hall.

      Lamar tapped a cell bar with his nail. The sound rang like a gentle bell. It was different enough to get Adam's attention. The inmate lifted his arm and narrowed his eyes at Lamar. Lamar held up a rolled magazine, a privilege Adam wouldn't otherwise see for a month if he did well. He tipped it through the bars, did Adam want it?

      Adam slid to his feet like a ghost. Lamar tucked the magazine back into his belt. He opened his fly instead and massaged his thick cock and heavy black balls. Adam would have to earn it. Lamar leaned against the bars, fitting his cock and balls to Adam's side for easy access.

      Adam's bright blue eyes glowered at him, but the man reached down and palmed Lamar's heavy sex. He pumped and twisted at the tip until it hardened. Then Lamar licked his lips and smiled. Adam used the cell bars for support. He sank to his knees and lapped at Lamar's bright cockhead. He sucked on the round tip and stroked the rest with his hand. Lamar hummed his approval.

      Lamar reached through the bars and stroked Adam's head. The linebacker-sized man wasn't the best blowjob he'd ever had, but his angry stare made up for his inexperience. Adam didn't want to give Lamar anything, but he knew how the hierarchy worked. Lamar loved his fierce, tempered resistance.

      Lamar's cock hardened in Adam's mouth and he leaned his head back, groaning. He moved Adam's head up and down, thrusting his shaft deeper. Close. Adam's hand reached through the bars and gripped Lamar's ass, pulling him tighter. Adam's thick fingers slid into Lamar's crack, just brushing his hole. Lamar came down Adam's throat, moaning, "Ohhh, yeah."

      Adam left him to spit in the cell's toilet which lost him a few points. But that ass-grab. That had been spontaneous and heat-of-the-moment. Maybe Adam didn't dislike Lamar's control as much as he thought.

      When Adam returned to the cell door, Lamar saw him tenting his prison-issued pants. He twirled his finger, indicating Adam should turn around, then he grabbed the inmate close to the bars and thrust his hand down the waistband.

      Adam arched into his touch. Lamar shoved the pants down to Adam's knees and coated his right hand with lube. He pumped Adam's long erection with steady pressure and delighted in Adam's uneven breath.

      "Grab the bars overhead," Lamar said. When Adam did so, his breathing shallowed further. Adam thrust up into every downstroke. His body shook with tension. A small sound trembled in his throat with every thrust.

      Lamar slid his free hand up Adam's taught body and pinched a nipple. "Have you got something to say, inmate?"

      Adam threw his head back and moaned, "Tighter, Warden. Please, tighter."

      "You're sure you don't want to do it yourself?"

      "No!"

      Lamar swiped his hand around Adam's chest, "If I give this to you, you'll owe me, Adam. Can you live with that?"

      The inmate breathed hard and didn't reply. Lamar relaxed his hand--

      "No, give it to me." Adam's hand swung down from the bar and clamped over Lamar's. His grip tightened on Lamar's dark hand. "I owe you, Warden. Give it to me."

      Lamar smiled though Adam couldn't see it. Together they pumped up and down Adam's long cock until he shook with release, moaning his thanks.

      Lamar wiped his hands with a cloth from his belt that he then offered to Adam. The magazine followed. Adam accepted it and returned to his bunk with a withering glare.

      "Careful, inmate. I might collect on your debt tomorrow."

      Adam bared his teeth and snapped the magazine open.

      --//--

      Tomorrow didn't come soon enough. Lamar watched the general population file outside and divide into their gang groups. A couple took over the basketball court. Some the free weights. Others the bleachers. Adam, it seemed, was a fan of the body weight group. They paired off for push-ups, sit-ups, lunges, and a number of other moves that didn't require weights.

      Lamar checked his paperwork, which block did he have the pleasure of harassing today? Number three hadn't been on the receiving end of his fingers in a while. Good. That meant Adam could watch the entire show and wonder exactly when Lamar would call in his favor.

      He flipped the folder closed and locked his office behind him. Lamar asked two other officers to accompany him into the yard, men he knew could break up a fight or diffuse a disagreement before it got out of hand. The inmates stilled as he entered the yard.

      "Cell block number three!" Lamar shouted. "Line up for a cavity check."

      He watched a few men from each group break away and file into line with one of his officers. The officer snapped new gloves on, checked their mouths and ears, then instructed them to strip and put their hands on the wall for Lamar.

      They'd all been through this before. They knew what to do, and they knew their reward at the end of it. No one protested and the entire yard watched the process. Lamar teased and stretched inmate after inmate. He rubbed their holes, aggravated their prostates, and left them with erections weeping for attention.

      "Are you hiding anything in here, inmate?"

      "No, Warden!"

      "Good." He removed his fingers and snapped the glove off. "You may relieve yourself."

      A new glove came on. A new inmate assumed the position. Lamar slicked his fingers and thrust them into the slim man's hole. He ignored the pairs and triples of men moaning their climaxes together. The vice around his fingers shuddered with every rub and thrust. Lamar worked a second finger inside the inmate's ass and asked, "Are you hiding anything in here?"

      "Yes, Warden."

      "Yes?" Lamar thrust his fingers deeper, bumping his knuckles through the tight ring and rubbing the inmate's prostate.

      The man thrust back against him and moaned, "Yes, Warden, it's right there. Yes."

      "You know the rules. Nothing is allowed up here. I'm going to have to make it come out."

      The man hung his head, panting. Lamar saw his thick cock bob and drip, nearly there. "I'm sorry, Warden. Take it out. Take it all out of me."

      And Lamar did. He slammed his fingers deep into the inmate's ass. Every thrust hit his prostate. He screamed the Warden's name as he came in squirts against the wall. He caught the man around his waist before his legs could give out. An officer stepped up to help.

      "Take him to Corrections. Make sure he as water." Lamar slipped his gloves off and turned to face the yard as a whole. "Let this be a lesson to everyone. Lie to me about anything and you will have a direct walk to Corrections." Lamar put his hand out to indicate the stumbling inmate, "This man lied to me about his cavity check just to reach climax. That's a ridiculous thing to lie about." Lamar spread his hands, "If you obey, you will receive what you want. All you have to do is ask."

      Lamar followed his second officer back out of the yard and locked the gate behind him. For the following two hours, he watched the men in the yard work out, talk, and yes, even rut along the side wall. Oddly, Adam did not take the opportunity, himself. Lamar was certain the man was worked up by the display. At least two people approached him for sex, but Adam turned them both down.

      Curious.

      As the men filed back inside, Lamar walked across the yard to stop Adam from leaving. The bulge in the inmate's pants told him his suspicions were correct. He sat in a chair and folded his arms. "I notice you didn't get friendly with any of the other inmates this afternoon. Why not?"

      Adam's linebacker shoulders shrugged like bowling balls. "I'm not interested in them."

      "Their loss, I'm sure." Lamar shifted in his chair. "Tell me, Adam, how many squats can you do?"

      "Over a hundred without weight."

      Lamar smiled. He waved Adam closer. "That's good. Because I'm calling in that favor you owe me."

      Adam frowned at him but when Lamar asked him to strip, he did so. His naked body gleamed in the sunlight, all hard angles and muscle. And his cock . . . Lamar felt his own erection throb at the sight of it.

      Lamar unzipped his pants and drew out his erection. Free from the pressure, it lengthened and reddened. Lamar coated his hand with lube and fisted his cock with smooth pumps. He watched color come up in Adam's cheeks and his breathing became short. Then Adam caught Lamar looking and he glowered again.

      With a laugh, Lamar told him to turn around and straddle him. The chair was low and Adam bent forward, exposing himself to Lamar's slick fingers. Lamar worked just one finger inside, testing Adam's stance. He didn't want the man to be too loose.

      "Good, stand upright." Lamar grabbed the base of his cock to stand it up. He put his other hand on Adam's hip to guide him. "Do a squat, Adam. Nice and slow."

      Adam's ass hit Lamar's cock and resisted. Slowly, Adam pressed down and enveloped Lamar's erection. He didn't stop until his ass met Lamar's hips, legs spread wide to either side.

      From here, Lamar could grip Adam's cock. He did so, sliding the lube from tip to base and back again. Then he let go and said, "You know how to do it. Show me your squats."

      Adam surged up with enough speed that Lamar gasped at the suction. Then Adam slammed back down again, hard. Up and down. Up and down. Lamar gripped the seat of his chair and thrust up to meet him. Then they were well and truly fucking. Moaning and grunting in the yard with only the cameras there to see them.

      Lamar wasn't sure how it happened, but somehow it was Adam who took control. Lamar didn't take his pleasure so much as Adam wrung it from him before he was ready. Lamar shuddered and came so deep inside he thought he'd get lost.

      Then Adam stood and reversed himself. Lamar leaned in the chair, panting, and Adam stroked his own cock in front of Lamar's face.

      Lamar looked up and saw Adam growl, "I don't have to like you."

      "Oh," said Lamar, as he cupped Adam's heavy balls. "But I like you quite a bit." Then he opened his mouth and took Adam down all the way. He sucked and pulled Adam's climax from deep inside--the man was already so close. It wiped the snarl off Adam's face and left stunned admiration. Unlike Adam, Lamar swallowed. And he took back the control he'd lost.

      Lamar stood and touched Adam's chin with his finger. "What do you say?"

      A little breathless, Adam gasped, "Thank you, Warden."

      "You're welcome." Lamar gathered Adam's clothes and turned him toward the gate. "Now, I'll escort you back to your cell."

      Adam didn't protest walking naked, or the claim that Lamar left trailing down his legs. Instead, he asked, "What happens in Corrections?"

      "Nothing good, I'm afraid. Some pain. Some humiliation. You never get to come, even if you like it."

      Lamar felt Adam shiver and knew the man would do his best to avoid heading to Corrections. Good. Lamar had too many things left to show the man.

      --//--

      A day didn't go by when Lamar didn't have to punish someone or another. He thought the rules were fair and straightforward. But some inmates couldn't behave. He sent three to Corrections in the morning and another six back to their cells in the middle of their yard time. Frustrated, Lamar busied himself in his office, away from the inmates, for much of the rest of the day. Eventually, though, even he got a little stir crazy.

      Lamar pinched his nose, driving away an oncoming headache. He needed a personnel file from Jonathan. And some way to drive this stress away.

      A deep smile crawled across Lamar's face. It had been over a week since he'd seen Adam. Maybe the man was missing him.

      Lamar locked his office door and took a detour down to Jonathan's room. He found the man leaning all the way back in his office chair and groaning his appreciation.

      "Jonathan."

      The man opened an eye and smiled, "Yeah, boss?"

      "Send me a copy of the new hire's contact info. I need to wrap up his paperwork."

      "You got it. As soon as my boy, here, is done with me." Jonathan's eyes squeezed shut and he lifted his hips.

      Lamar laughed, "Have you got your cock buried in his mouth again?"

      "Oh, yeah I do, Warden."

      "Good for you."

      Jonathan's arm moved, guiding his boy's head in just the right rhythm. He bit his lip. "Yeah. You love that."

      Lamar closed Jonathan's office door and hurried toward cell block one. He had an inmate to find.

      Most the block milled about in their common room, finishing dinner or arguing over the television. Adam wasn't there. A check with one of the officers confirmed he'd already eaten and left. Which mean there was only one place for him to go.

      Lamar's wide smile startled inmates out of his way. He strode into washroom. No Adam at the lockers.

      Someone turned on the water. Lamar threaded his way to the back of the washroom where steam billowed from a single stall. For a minute, Lamar just watched him, all gleaming skin and corded muscle. Then Adam turned in his shower and spotted him. Froze where he was.

      Lamar's cock throbbed for attention. He couldn't pass up this chance. Not on his life. He began to unbutton his shirt. "I haven't received a single complaint about you since you've been here, Adam."

      "No, Warden." The conversation seemed to jerk Adam back into action. He lathered his hair and tilted his head back to rinse it. His eyes narrowed. He watched Lamar strip in front of him.

      Lamar saw Adam's cock bob and lift. He stepped out of his pants and folded everything to the side. With a palm full of lube, he coated his own dark erection and stood at the edge of Adam's shower stall. "I think that means you get a small reward. Something personal from me."

      Adam ran his wide hand down his chest and lifted his lengthening cock, sliding his hand down to the tip. "Do I get to choose?"

      "Not this time." Lamar squeezed his arousal and licked his lips. "Turn around, Adam. And lean forward. Let me see your ass."

      Adam turned, leaning into the shower as he arched his back for the Warden. Lamar saw Adam's cock bob again between his legs, the head just peeking. Lamar pet one globe of Adam's ass in appreciation.

      "Your squats make this look good." Then Lamar pushed his cock into that tight hole and slid deep inside.

      Both of them moaned. Lamar held Adam's hips and slid out. In. He used his thumbs to part Adam's ass and watch the progress his cock made. Adam leaned into him, both hands on the tile wall. They rocked as Lamar thrust.

      "Tell me what my cock does to you, Adam."

      The inmate groaned. "You're big. You fill me up all the way. Warden, I . . . you make me like it."

      Lamar smiled. He knew it. "Do you want your reward?"

      "Yes, Warden."

      Lamar ran his hand up Adam's neck and gripped the hair he found. "You're going to like it, I promise."

      "Please." Adam let his head fall back.

      Lamar liked the way his hips slapped into Adam's ass. He let the sound wash over him. The water cascaded between them. "Touch yourself. You can come before me."

      Adam groaned and his hips immediately jerked. It only took a few more strokes for Adam to arch and spend himself. Lamar enjoyed the way Adam's ass clenched around him. He thrust several more times and pulled out. He pushed Adam around and made him lean against the tile. "Put your hands on me, Adam."

      The inmate did, filling his palms with Lamar's thick cock and balls. He stroked hard and met Lamar's eyes. Adam's lips parted. Lamar leaned close and kicked his hips up into Adam's tight hands. He bit his lip.

      "You gonna come on me?" Adam asked, his voice breathy.

      "Oh, yeah."

      Adam pushed closer, off the wall, against Lamar's dark skin. He tightened his grip on Lamar's cock and ran his other hand around to the back. He slipped his fingers between Lamar's bare cheeks and found his tight hole.

      Lamar groaned. Adam breached with one finger, just the tip. "Make me dirty again, Warden."

      Adam's lips were close, his words fell over Lamar's cheek. Then Adam thrust his finger inside and Lamar seized. He jerked through climax, painting long lines on Adam's chest. Lamar sighed, enjoying the water as it cooled him.

      Adam's hands on his chest surprised him. The inmate lathered soap down his body, cleaned his half-hard cock and behind his balls, all the way down to his feet. Maybe Jonathan had the right idea, claiming a man for himself. Lamar rinsed clean and dried off with a towel. He heaved a big sigh. Yes, he felt much better.

      He turned to smile at Adam, but the inmate faced the wall as he washed. Lamar dressed and left without saying goodbye.

      --//--

      Three Months Later:

      Jonathan rapped a knuckle on Lamar's office door. "Hey boss."

      Lamar waved the man in.

      "Just the discharge list for this afternoon. We've started pulling belongings already."

      "Good." Lamar took the list. "Thank you. I'll be down in a couple hours to see them out with you."

      Jonathan left the office, closing the door behind him. But it was another hour before Lamar had a chance to skim the list. A name caught his eye. Adam. Just the thought of the man had Lamar's pants tightening. He pressed his palm to his cock and smiled.

      Lamar grabbed the walkie at his hip. "Jonathan."

      The walkie chirped. "Yeah, boss."

      "Adam Douglas is on your discharge list for this afternoon. Block one, cell thirty-four. Have him escorted to my office right away, please. There's something I'd like to discuss before he goes."

      "You got it, boss."

      It was only another twenty minutes before hard knuckles rapped on his office door. Lamar stood to open it. Adam stood flanked by two officers, his hands cuffed in front of him. Lamar accepted the key. He jerked his head and stepped aside. Adam walked into the office. "Thank you both. I'll escort him back when we're through." Lamar closed the door and slid the deadbolt.

      Adam lifted an eyebrow at him.

      "Today you're getting out of here." Lamar turned Adam's wrists so he could unlock the cuffs. "And I'm happy to see not a single complaint in your file. You've done very well with us."

      Adam pushed forward, driving Lamar up against the front of his desk. He leaned close. "I've been the perfect inmate, haven't I, Warden?"

      "Yes, you have." Lamar met Adam's bright blue eyes without hesitation.

      Adam's wide palm caressed Lamar's cheek and slid back to thread his fingers through Lamar's short hair. "I deserve a reward for my good behavior."

      "Is that so?" Adam was so close, their lips brushed. Lamar whispered, "What do you think you deserve?"

      Adam's face slid past Lamar's to whisper in his ear. "I'm going to fuck you, Warden."

      Lamar's breath caught. His cock throbbed. He bit his lip to keep from moaning. "Have you earned it, Adam?"

      The inmate pressed flush against Lamar, groin to chest, all muscle and hard angles. He gripped Lamar's ass with his free hand and pressed their lips together. Lamar's erection screamed for release. He squeezed Adam's ass and ground them closer. Lamar's tongue invaded his mouth. They kissed, bit, and kissed again. Fighting with teeth and breath.

      Adam shoved Lamar back onto his desk, then hauled the Warden up. He undid the buttons down his shirt. Lamar took care of his belt and pants. Between the two of them, Lamar's dark skin lay exposed. A blank canvas of black. His cock throbbed, red at the top.

      Adam took a step back and stripped out of his clothes. Then he just watched Lamar for a moment. The warden lay on his desk, legs spread and ass exposed. He shook with need. His thighs twitched.

      Adam dug the lube out of Lamar's discarded pants. "Hold your ass open for me, Warden. Show me what I deserve."

      Lamar did, sliding his hands down the backs of this thighs and parting the globes of his ass. He felt Adam's breath down his crack and knew his hole flexed with the sensation. Adam placed a single finger just behind Lamar's balls. He slid it down, slippery with lube, down and down until he touched Lamar's hole.

      Lamar lay on the desk, gasping for air. He watched Adam lick his lips. Then that finger circled his hole and pressed against it. Circle and press, circle around again. It was gentle and maddening. An eternity passed before Adam slid his finger in. All the way in. Smooth and firm.

      Adam leaned forward to whisper, "Warden . . . are you hiding anything in here?"

      "Oh, god." Lamar's thighs shook. He felt Adam stretch him with a second finger, so smoothly, so slow. "More."

      "Answer the question, Warden."

      Lamar swallowed. "Yes. Yes, I am." A third finger, and this time Adam thrust it in without teasing. Lamar arched on his desk.

      "You know that's against the rules."

      "Yes, I'm sorry."

      Adam thrust his fingers against Lamar's prostate, curling and rubbing against the gland until Lamar cried out for more. "Warden, I need to remove what you've hidden up here."

      "Do it!" Lamar snarled, impatient. "Fuck me, Adam."

      Adam removed his fingers. "Please. We're polite in this institution."

      Bereft, Lamar pleaded. "Please, Adam. I need your cock."

      Adam slid his erection up Lamar's crack and down again. He played with Lamar's hole and tormented him. Finally, he pushed against that small space and Lamar welcomed him. Adam slid inside, stretching Lamar in every direction. When Adam's hips met Lamar's ass they both groaned.

      There was a limit to even Adam's teasing. He yanked himself back and thrust into Lamar. Each slam rocked the desk and they snarled like animals. They each clawed toward the peak, driving each other and themselves. Lamar grabbed his cock. Adam grabbed Lamar's shoulder.

      The inmate climaxed first. He shuddered and emptied himself deep into the Warden. Lamar jacked his hand and came while Adam still shook. He arched on the desk and hissed his pleasure. Adam continued to pump his hips in and out while they both came down from the high.

      When he slid out, he was soft. Lamar let his legs drop. He groaned as the muscles shifted. His ass twinged. Adam had breached where no inmate had gone before and Lamar would not soon forget it.

      They cleaned with supplies from Lamar's desk drawer and re-dressed in silence. Lamar escorted Adam back to his cell without the benefit of cuffs. With only a few hours left of his sentence, Adam was more than content to wait out his time.

      --//--

      Seventeen inmates lined up along the wall, naked as the day they came in here. They had their hands on the bar and their asses presented for one final check. A good-bye, of sorts. Lamar snapped his gloves on and lubed his fingers.

      Each inmate got individual attention from him. He worked them, massaged their prostates, and let them thrust into his tight hand. He whispered to each one as they jerked against him until they came in gleaming lines against the wall. For some, it was their first climax at the hand of their Warden.

      Lamar saw them get off, then he saw them out. To freedom. Not a bad way to restart one's life, he thought.

      Lamar found Adam near the end of the line. He discarded his gloves from the previous man, and grabbed Adam's shoulder, stood him up, turned him around. Lamar pushed him against the wall and dropped to his knees. He pulled his hand down Adam's pulsing cock and licked around the head. He teased the slit and sucked Adam down.

      If they hadn't already fucked, Lamar would have held Adam back. He would have considered letting Adam take him against the wall. But with that prize already claimed, and Lamar's ass still smarting from the experience, he threw himself into blowing Adam's mind instead.

      He used his fingers to tease Adam's hole and thrust his lubed middle finger in as far as it would go. He rolled Adam's balls with his other hand and sucked his cock like a drowning man. Adam thrust down his throat and shot his load. Lamar swallowed the offering.

      Adam pulled Lamar to his feet and crushed their lips together. Lamar thrust his hard cock against Adam's thigh and the inmate dragged himself back. "Don't waste that on these." He jerked his head to the remaining few men in the lineup.

      "You think you have a claim to it?"

      "I might." Adam nipped Lamar's lip and walked away. Out of the prison and out of Lamar's life.

      The Warden refreshed his gloves and treated the final few inmates to their good-bye presents. It was tempting, but he didn't jerk himself off or use their tight asses for his own pleasure. Adam was right, he needed to save that for something special.

      With the final inmate discharged, Lamar made his way back to his office. There were a few final pieces of paperwork to finish. He was half-way across his own office when Jonathan knocked on the door.

      "Boss? I've got an applicant here says he has time for an interview if you're into it."

      "Sure." Lamar beckoned. "Send him in." He rubbed his erection through his pants and fell back into his chair.

      Adam stood in the doorway. "I'm here for an interview, sir?"

      Lamar laughed. He unbuttoned his pants and grinned. "Close the door behind you. This conversation may take a while."

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Taboo Desires

        

      

    

    
      
        Amanda Young

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      Sunlight filtered in through the picture window in the dining room. Tendrils of gossamer light illuminated Karen’s long, golden hair like a halo around her pixyish face. Her emerald eyes filled with fire, she stood in the partition between the dining room and kitchen, her hands on her slender hips. “What do you mean you aren’t ready to get married?”

      Cole Winchester swore under his breath and ran a hand over the stubbled, lower half of his face in exasperation. He really didn’t feel like having this discussion again. After a long, unproductive day at the store, he was tired and cranky. The last damn thing he wanted to talk about was whether or not they should get married. It wasn’t as if he’d changed his mind in the past twenty-four hours.

      “Well?” she asked, her gaze pinning him down with a glacial frown that left him feeling two inches tall.

      He sighed and decided then and there that something had to change. Now. He was sick to death of having to deal with being interrogated every time he came over. “I meant just what I said, Karen. We aren’t ready to get married. Weddings aren’t cheap and neither one of us has that kind of extra cash right now.”

      Karen glared and her lips parted, no doubt ready to lambaste him for saying something she didn’t agree with. Luckily, she was interrupted by the shrill whine of the oven’s buzzer. With a humph, she turned and stomped into the kitchen. Thank God looks couldn’t kill, or he’d be a six-foot shish kabob.

      The simple truth was he wasn’t ready to settle down. He didn’t think he ever would be, at least not with Karen. He cared about her—they never would have made it past the two year mark if he didn’t—but he wasn’t in love with her. Then again, she didn’t seem to be very keen on him either these days. Which made her being so gung-ho to get married all the more strange. Up until the previous month, no mention had been made of getting married, and then all of a sudden it was the only thing she wanted to talk about. Or scream about, as the case may be.

      Karen marched across the dining room, a glass pan full of steaming broccoli casserole between her oven-mitt-covered hands. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. People get married every day without all the fancy trimmings.” She punctuated her statement by slamming the dish down in the middle of the table and trudged over to her seat.

      Cole watched as she bit into the rosy flesh of her lower lip, noting the way her skin turned pale around the edges of small, pearly white teeth. The action reminded him more of something a petulant teenager would do than a mature woman nearing thirty.

      Where had the sweet woman he’d started dating gone in the last month? Marriage had become some kind of worry stone that shoved them further and further apart instead of bringing them closer together like it was meant to. The woman was obsessed. He didn’t see what the big deal was. After all, it was only a piece of paper.

      Tugging at the hem of his work shirt, a red polo with the words Winchester’s Game Emporium embossed on the breast pocket, Cole pretended to pull at loose threads, while Karen silently filled her plate. Dinner smelled good, all cheesy and buttery the way he liked it, but his appetite had disappeared the moment Karen uttered the dreaded M word.

      All they ever seemed to do was argue anymore. Sex was nonexistent, and though he’d never really understood what all the rave was about, he did miss the intimacy. His hand was fine for getting him off, but it didn’t exactly keep him warm at night. More than anything else, he missed the cuddling and the kissing. He missed his best friend, Karen.

      “If you’re so worried about money, we could just go to the courthouse. Surely that isn’t too expensive.”

      Cole looked up and met Karen’s eyes from across the table. He felt trapped, like a deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming Mack truck. Tension mounted between them, almost palpable in the air. If he could just find the words to tell her the truth, he wouldn’t have to worry about being browbeaten into a marriage he didn’t want. Unfortunately, the prospect of explaining himself was scarier than wedding bells.

      His mind drew a blank, no ready excuses waiting in the wings for him to placate her with. Lack of money was the best reason he could come up with and she’d just blown that defense all to hell. He swallowed over the lump steadily rising in his throat. “I just don’t think it’s a good idea right now, is all.”

      It wasn’t as if he could tell her the truth. Not when admitting his lifelong fascination for men—hot, sweaty bodies and hard musculature instead of soft curves and feminine mystique—was growing stronger and becoming more of an obsession than a curiosity. He found himself picturing a man right before he stroked one off at night. As his inhibitions dissolved with his rising need, the same fuzzy, faceless image of a man flashed through his mind and propelled him over the edge into orgasm. He tried to think of women, of breasts and smooth, pliant bodies, but somewhere between when he started jerking and when he climaxed, the images always transformed into hard pecs and rippling washboard stomachs.

      He didn’t want to be gay or bisexual, or whatever the hell he was. He wanted to stay in his safe little world, with Karen by his side, and live out the American dream—a beautiful wife and a nice home, maybe a Golden Retriever or two. But walking the straight and narrow line everyone else followed was becoming more difficult with every passing day. Like a drunk taking a sobriety test, he teeter-tottered on the brink of falling off the path.

      Karen snorted in disagreement and pushed her long, straight blonde hair back over her shoulder. She took a dainty bite of food and made a big production of swallowing before she balanced her fork on the edge of the plate and glanced up. Cole sat immobile, sweat dampening the underarms of his shirt, while he anxiously waited to hear what she’d say next.

      She huffed out a deep exhalation, the air swirling upward to ruffle her bangs. “So, you just don’t want to get married, is that it?”

      Shit. “What brought all this on, Karen? We’ve never even discussed getting married and now it seems like that’s all you think about. I don’t see what the big hurry is. Things are fine between us the way they are.”

      “No, things are not fine! I want to get married. I want to start a family. If you love me, I’d think you would want those things too. We aren’t getting any younger, you know?”

      Numb shock radiated through Cole’s limbs. “Is that what this is about? Kids? We talked about that when we first starting dating. I told you I wasn’t sure if I even wanted to have any of my own. You said you didn’t either.”

      “That was two years ago, Cole. I changed my mind.”

      So that was it, she’d changed her mind, and now he was supposed to go along with it? “I’m sorry, Karen, but I haven’t. I don’t want kids. I thought you understood that.”

      Tears pooled in her eyes and broke his heart. He didn’t want to hurt her, but he wouldn’t lie to her about how he felt. If they got married and popped out a bunch of kids, they’d both be miserable. And that was no kind of situation to bring a child into.

      “I’m sorry.” He didn’t know what else to say.

      Karen pushed back her chair and stood. She walked past him, not meeting his eyes, and he rose to follow her. She stopped at the door, her hand on the knob, and finally met his eyes. “I’m sorry too. I love you, but I can’t waste any more time on a man who doesn’t want the same things I do.” She yanked open the door and held it. “I think you should leave.”

      His chest burned, right along with the backs of his eyelids. He didn’t want things to end this way, didn’t want to lose her like this. “Karen—”

      “No. Whatever it is you plan to say, I don’t want to hear it. Just go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Cole ambled along the shoreline, his toes sinking into the cool, wet sand with each step. The hot midday sun scalded his face and shoulders. Sweat beaded and ran down his bare torso in wet little rivulets. High humidity made his skin sticky and his mind slow, the heat making him lethargic.

      As far as the eye could see, families, couples and groups of teenagers frolicked in the sea or on the beach. A gentle wind carried the salty smell of the ocean and the giddy laughter of children at play. A bright red beach ball darted past him, quickly followed by a little boy in yellow swim trunks. A smile tugged at the corners of Cole’s lips as he watched the kid scoop it up and sprint back to his family.

      Cole buried his hands in the pockets of his jean shorts and continued down the beach. His gaze wandered out over the frothy blue-green water, where surfers sat perched upon their boards, waiting to catch the next big wave. It was a beautiful August day, the kind meant to be spent outdoors.

      Other than escaping the monotonous cycle of waking up, going to work and then home to sleep, Cole hadn’t had a destination in mind when he’d left his apartment. All he’d wanted to do was get away from his life for the afternoon and think things through. Meandering about on the beach, feeling small in comparison to the vast ocean, always had a way of putting things into perspective.

      Two weeks had gone by since Karen broke things off with him. True to her word, she hadn’t accepted any of his phone calls and had returned each and every bouquet of flowers he’d sent. Things were well and truly over between them. He simply wasn’t sure how he felt about it.

      Karen had been a part of his life for so long that he didn’t quite know what to do with himself without her. A part of him was relieved she was gone—the same part that whispered in his ear about how wrong it felt to pretend to be someone he wasn’t. The other half of him screamed for him to go crawling back to her on his knees and beg for forgiveness before it was too late. He knew she would take him back, if only so she could have the “Mrs.” Moniker before her first name.

      While that would have been the easy, safe thing to do, he couldn’t make himself give in to her demand. Simply put, he didn’t want to marry Karen. Not now, not ever. And it wasn’t fair to keep stringing her along so he wouldn’t have to admit to things about himself he’d rather not face.

      Loving someone wasn’t the same as being in love with them, and that’s what he wanted for Karen. He cared enough about her to want the best for her, and that wasn’t him. She deserved someone better, a man who would love her the way he couldn’t.

      Cole shook his head, almost amused by how depressing his thoughts were. What he needed to do was go out and have some fun. Maybe call up one of his single buddies from poker night and see if they wanted to… Oh, wait. That wouldn’t work. The last of his single buddies got married back in June, so getting anyone to go out with him on a Tuesday night was probably a no-go. Hell, it’d probably be out of the question on the weekend too. Did married people even go out with their single friends? He sincerely doubted it.

      The tide hit the shore, washing seaweed in right along with water. A slimy green clump of vegetation landed atop his foot. He stepped back, jiggling his left foot to dislodge it, even as the back of his right knee ran into something cold and hard.

      “Hey, watch it!”

      Arms swinging out, he tried to right his equilibrium, to no avail. His ass hit the ground, not really hurting anything besides his ego. Face flaming in embarrassment, he glanced up and around, trying to see who or what he’d run into.

      The first thing he saw was the neon purple surfboard he’d tripped over. Right next to it sat the owner. Cole blinked and did a double take, seeing the flesh and blood version of his every fantasy sitting in the sand, smiling at him.

      The man was the epitome of everything Cole had ever dreamt of. Sun-bleached blond hair, sheared close to the scalp on the sides and longer on top, fell into a face so classically beautiful it rivaled Michelangelo’s David. Sharp cheekbones and a straight, tip-tilted nose led down to a full mouth the color of fresh strawberries. His neck was long and graceful, leading to leanly corded shoulders. His skin gleamed golden-bronze in the sunlight. His pecs and biceps were nicely defined, not too much muscle, just enough to broadcast health and fitness. Tiny copper nipples, pierced with silver barbells, sat above a chiseled, washboard stomach.

      Heat rushed from his face to his groin, filling Cole’s shaft with blood. He was damned glad he wasn’t standing up. The pup tent in his shorts would have been mortifying.

      Cool azure blue eyes, the color of the freshest mountain stream, met his and he could’ve sworn he felt the earth move. So what if it was just the tide hitting the shore? It felt a hell of a lot more life altering than something that simple.

      “Cole? Cole Winchester? That you, man?”

      Cole’s brow wrinkled in confusion. How did this kid know his name? He couldn’t be more than twenty years old, if he was a day. Studying the man’s face more closely, he saw a familiarity in his features, but was unable to place him as anyone other than the specter haunting his fantasies. “Uh, yeah, it’s me.”

      “You all right?” the man asked, in a tenor voice that straddled the line between masculine and feminine. “You took quite a spill there.”

      “Yeah,” Cole replied, still unable to figure out who the guy was, but not wanting to admit he didn’t recognize him. He found it hard to believe that he could’ve met this guy and not remembered his face. “I’m good. Sorry about that, I didn’t see you there.”

      “No problem. I know how it is. You look out into the water and you’re miles away, right? It’s cool.” His smile kicked up a notch. “You have no idea who I am, do you?”

      Damn. Busted. “Uh, well, not really. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I think the last time you saw me I was about twelve and skinny as a light post, all teeth and limbs. I’m Eric Radcliff, Beau Radcliff’s little brother.”

      “Oh, yeah, I remember you. Senior year, you used to tag along behind Beau everywhere he went. You followed him to all of the football team’s home games and stuff. He was always bitchin’ about how you ruined his chances of scoring with the cheerleaders.”

      Eric laughed. “Yep, that was me. I was a regular little buzz kill, the way Beau tells it.”

      “Oh man, how is Beau? The last I heard, he’d settled down with that Sherry chick he started seeing in college and was selling insurance or something.”

      Eric nodded. “Yeah, that’s about right, except him and Sherry divorced a couple of years ago.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” But he wasn’t real surprised. Beau had always been a bit of a ladies’ man, so it wouldn’t exactly shock Cole to hear that marriage hadn’t stopped Beau from getting a little action on the side.

      The conversation tapered off and Eric turned away from him, glancing out over the incoming waves. Cole took that as a dismissal. He sat for a moment, giving his erection a chance to subside, before he climbed to his feet and brushed the sand off the seat of his shorts.

      “Well, it was nice seeing you again, Eric. You take care and tell your brother I said hello.” He turned to leave, but he didn’t get more than a few steps down the beach before Eric’s lyrical voice stopped him.

      “Hey, Cole?”

      “Yeah?”

      Eric ducked his head, his gaze not quite meeting Cole’s. “You want to maybe catch a drink tonight? There’s a pretty good band playing over at The Razor, the grunge bar over on Eighth Street, you know, and the buddy I was planning to take bailed on me this morning. Said he had to work tonight or something. Anyway, if you want, you could go. You don’t have to, mind you, if you have plans or something, but it might be fun. We could have a couple of drinks. Maybe catch up on old times or something?”

      Though he wasn’t into grunge music—so much so that he’d never even heard of the bar Eric named—he found himself wanting to go. It would be fun. They could kick back a few Buds, catch up, and maybe scope out some chicks. Or, well, he could pretend to check out women.

      Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all. The last thing he needed to do was keep pretending. He needed to figure out who he was and what he wanted. Not put on another production of “Cole Winchester, straight guy extraordinaire”.

      Cole opened his mouth, intent on saying he had plans. “Sure, that would be fun,” popped out instead. Well, shit, so much for erring on the side of caution. He’d just have to make sure he wore loose pants and a long shirt. Then maybe the boner he was sure to sport all night wouldn’t be so obvious.

      “Great!” Eric smiled, showcasing straight white teeth and a cute little dimple in his left cheek. “So, you wanna just meet me there, say around nine?”

      “Yeah, that’ll work.”

      Eric stood and bent over to pick up his board, giving Cole a full view of his firm ass covered by a thin layer of tight spandex. “Well, I, um, have some things to do, but I’ll see you tonight, yeah?”

      “Oh yeah,” Cole replied, and then wanted to smack himself upside the head for sounding so eager. So what if the kid had an ass like two firm peaches, he was probably as straight as they came. For that matter, Cole wasn’t even sure if he himself was bent, or just more naturally curious than the next guy.

      As he stood watching Eric walk off, his pert bottom swishing from side to side, Cole wondered just how much trouble he was letting himself in for. One thing was for sure; it was bound to be an interesting night.

      [image: ]

      Eric whistled as he strode across the scorching sand toward where his jeep was parked alongside of the highway. What started out as a relaxing day at the beach, meant to curb his escalating boredom, had turned out to be the start of something he’d wanted for years.

      Cole Winchester. Talk about a blast from the past. Eric shook his head and threw his board into the open backseat. Who would’ve thought he’d run into him again after all this time? Sure, they lived in the same general vicinity, but Tidewater was a big area, covering several counties and small coastal towns, plenty big enough that you never had to worry about running into someone you were trying to avoid.

      Not that he was trying to avoid anyone, least of all Cole. That man, with his broad shoulders and fine ass, had single-handedly spawned more jack-off sessions during his adolescence than Blue magazine and porno combined.

      He slid behind the wheel, the hot vinyl seat against his back making him wince, and started up the engine. Flipping through the CD case lying open on the passenger seat, he chose an old Stone Temple Pilots album, popping it into the player before pulling out onto the road.

      He hadn’t lied to Cole when he’d said he had plans. He’d just come out of the water and flopped down on the sand, trying to catch his breath after riding in one particularly awesome wave, and was preparing to haul his ass home, when Cole had sauntered by and almost stepped on him. Now he was running late for a lunch date with his brother.

      Truthfully, he’d just as soon cancel the lunch and spend the rest of the evening daydreaming about his outing with Cole. Or speculating about whether or not the hunger he’d seen reflected back at him from Cole’s chocolate gaze was real or imagined. He’d always had the notion Cole was straight, but a man’s body wasn’t designed to hide his needs and Cole’s had been screaming, do me. Unfortunately, he didn’t have time to ponder any of that. Ever since Sherry caught Beau banging their eighteen-year-old babysitter on the living room sofa, and moved herself and their four-year-old son, Bradley, into her mother’s house across state, Beau had been a pitiful replica of his former self. The whoremonger Eric knew and loved was gone, replaced by an empty shell that moped and drank himself to sleep every night.

      Eric turned into his parents’ driveway and killed the engine. He stared at the home he’d grown up in, a two story Tudor with rosy bricks and hunter green shutters, and felt a nagging sense of suffocation. In two weeks, he would be back at school, and thank God for that. While his childhood had been a good one, it was filled with the typical teen angst, ramped up a few pegs because of his sexual orientation. With time, his parents had finally accepted him for who he was, but that hadn’t stopped them from looking down their noses at him or referring to his homosexuality as a “rebellious phase”. As if he sucked cock just to piss them off or something.

      He jumped down from the jeep and marched up the cobblestone walk. The scent of the ocean and well-earned sweat clung to his skin. He needed a shower and a change of clothes before lunch. Sliding his key in the lock, he twisted the knob and shoved open the door. A rush of cool air hit his feverish skin and made him queasy as he climbed the stairs.

      Stepping over the threshold into his bedroom was like taking a walk back in time. The same twin bed sat against the wall, plain white cotton sheets and puffy, navy quilt spread over the firm mattress. Pale blue wallpaper bordered plain white walls, littered with framed posters of his favorite metal bands. Mother had insisted on the frames when she’d caught him trying to tack the first one up when he was eleven.

      That had been right around the same time he’d started lusting after Cole. A walking hormone on legs, he’d just begun to discover that while his pals were developing crushes on girls, he was more interested in hanging with the guys and sneaking curious peeks at their hindquarters. Eric grinned as he selected a pair of jean shorts and navy jersey from the closet and laid them out on the bed. Even back then he’d been an ass man.

      By the time he’d been old enough to put a name to the differences he felt, Cole was long gone, already away at college. That hadn’t stopped the fantasies though. Everything from down and dirty daydreams, where Cole cornered him in the guys’ locker room and forced him to suck him off, to more gentle scenarios, where they held hands, kissed and made slow, sweet love to each other.

      Plush cream carpet squished under the soles of his sneakers as Eric walked into the adjoining bathroom. He toed off his shoes and quickly stripped down to his skin. He dropped his clothes into a muddled heap on the blue tiled floor and bent over the tub, adjusting the shower thermostat to just this side of boil you alive, the way he liked it, and stepped in.

      Just thinking about those dreams had his balls pulling up tight and his cock twitching in hopeful anticipation of the night to come. He resisted the urge to take himself in hand and relieve the ache thinking about Cole caused. Instead, he would wait and savor the buildup until later. Getting there was half the fun.

      He wasn’t entirely sure Cole swung his way, but he wasn’t about to turn down the opportunity to find out. If he’d misinterpreted the signals, the worst that could happen was a punch in the face, but if he was right, well, then tonight would be the stuff dreams were made of. Only time would tell.
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      After running some errands and basically just puttering around town for the afternoon in a bid to blow some time, Cole stumbled into his apartment. His hip hit the rickety table located inside the living room doorway and set off his answering machine, which was a touchy piece of shit. An automated voice confirmed what he already knew—he had zero messages.

      Cole flopped down on his sofa and picked up the remote lying next to him on the side table. He flipped through the channels, passing by them all over and again, only to realize he hadn’t actually seen a single thing. His mind was too wrapped up in what had happened earlier, on the beach, and what would happen later that evening.

      The upcoming outing with Eric had Cole’s balls tied up in knots. He didn’t know whether to think of it as a date or just two friends hanging out. The word outing seemed like the safest box to categorize it in for the time being, at least until he knew whether Eric’s overt flirting was normal friendliness, or something more. The image of the younger man’s sparkling blue eyes and teasing smile popped into the forefront of his mind and lodged there, taunting him. Naughty thoughts of exactly what he’d like that mouth to do to him played out like a high definition movie.

      Settling back against the cushions, Cole unbuttoned his jeans, shoved them and his boxer-briefs down over his hips, and let his wayward imagination have free rein over his psyche. Wound tight as he was, he needed to do something to relieve the tension. Fantasizing wouldn’t hurt anyone and it wasn’t as if someone would know what he thought about when he jerked off. Inside a world of his own making there was no one to placate, not a single soul who would be offended by something he said or did. He could do who and what he pleased without fear of recrimination.

      Closing his eyes, Cole took himself in hand, the hot flesh of his semi-erect cock like a shock against the cool surface of his palm. Starting at the base, he stroked up and over the head, pulling his flesh taut along the way. With his other hand, he reached down and cupped his sac, giving it a little squeeze and rub. Soft skin wrinkled, his balls drawing up as his cock expanded and throbbed under his grip.

      Using his mind like an empty canvas, Cole painted the picture he wanted. The hand kneading his balls became Eric’s. The thumb he used to spread slick precome over the blushing cap and sensitive ridge morphed into Eric’s tongue, those pretty blue eyes staring up at him over the thick jut of his dick, just begging for a taste.

      “Mmm. Suck me,” Cole muttered and bucked his hips, sliding his cock through the tight ring of his fist. Moisture leaked from the tip, dampness he used to pretend it was Eric’s mouth covering him, bathing every inch of his shaft in hot, slick pressure.

      The pace of his strokes sped up, phantom Eric swallowing him to the root. Cole squeezed the head, an imaginary throat compressing around the tip. His ass clenched and his balls jerked, liquid lightning jetting up the shaft of his cock. Come sprang from the slit, molten ropes of it splashing over his abs and the hem of his T-shirt. He rocked up into his hand, milking the last bead of come from his body, and wished Eric was really there to lick the seed from his fingers.

      Cole opened his eyes and wiped his damp palm off on his shirt. He stood and headed into the bathroom, wondering how reality would measure up with his fantasy. At the rate he was going, he would never know. Even if the opportunity presented itself, he wasn’t sure he would have the balls to go through with anything.

      By the time he rushed through a quick shower and agonized over what to wear, Cole was running behind schedule. He hopped in his car and drove across town, breaking the speed limit half the time, while praying he didn’t pass a cop.

      Dusk began to darken the sky and change it into hues of lavender and pink as he made a left-hand turn onto Eighth Street. He slowed down, keeping an eye peeled for the club where he was supposed to meet Eric.

      At the end of a strip mall, only three establishments wide, sat The Razor. He knew he’d found the right place before he saw the lighted black and silver sign bearing its name because clusters of young people loitered in groups outside the entrance, some waiting in line and some obviously just milling about, socializing.

      Cole guided his pickup into the first parking space he saw. Nervous butterflies bit at the lining of his stomach as he got out and darted across the road to the opposite side. Making his way up the two blocks between where he was and where the club sat, he repeatedly second-guessed his motives for being there. It would have been so easy to stay home and stand Eric up. Not like he’d have to worry about getting an earful later on or something. The chances of running into Eric again, when they clearly ran in completely different circles, were slim to none.

      And yet here he was, approaching a club he’d never heard of, to listen to music he didn’t particularly care for, in the hopes of… In the hopes of what? That Eric was gay and would jump his bones? Drag him out of the closet and profess undying love? What a load of bullshit.

      Agreeing to meet Eric, when he was so attracted to him, was a mistake. Which didn’t explain why his feet walked him right up to the back of the entrance line, tapped impatiently while he waited, and then carried him through the club’s door and into the dark and smoky interior.

      Cole blinked a couple times, while his eyes tried to adjust to the change in light. A classic Metallica tune, “Enter Sandman”, blasted through unseen speakers, setting the mood as he swerved around groups of college kids and walked deeper into the cavernous room.

      A black veneered bar with a cylindrical chrome rail decorating its lip, hugged the length of one dark paneled wall. In need of a stiff drink, he moved toward the bar, pushing and shoving his way through the quickly multiplying number of people. Wedging himself between two occupied stools, he waved the bartender over.

      “Bud, in the bottle, and a shot of Jack, please.”

      The bartender, a skinny little man with enough piercings in his head to keep all the tattoo parlors in the county in business for a month, nodded and poured his liquor. While the man reached into the cooler beneath the bar for a beer, Cole threw back his shot, wincing as the stout liquor slid down his throat, and returned the empty glass. The bartender popped the cap off a longneck bottle and slid it across the counter in trade for the cash Cole held out. He accepted his change, dropped a five into the tip jar and wandered closer to the raised platform at the front of the room.

      Along either side of the dance floor sat small tables, some with four stools and others with only two. He chose one of the smaller tables, butted up against the side wall, and sat down. From where he’d chosen to sit, Cole had a good view of the stage and the front entrance. He wanted to be able to spot Eric as soon as he came in.

      Glancing down at his watch, he squinted in the low light, trying to make out the time. He silently chastised himself for not upgrading his watch to one of those with the luminescent numbers. Finally, he found a good angle and saw that it was five minutes till nine.

      He looked up, having already decided he would only give Eric until half past nine to show up before he would leave, and saw Eric striding toward him. The anxious butterflies in his stomach began to do the rumba while his gaze wandered over Eric’s svelte form, from the top of his sun-kissed hair to the tips of his white and blue sneakers. A snug white T-shirt stretched across his chest, the barbells piercing his nipples visible through the cotton. Faded denim, worn white and tissue thin around the pockets, hung low on his trim hips and hugged the long expanse of lean thighs.

      Cole swallowed, the lump in his throat expanding right along with his dick, as Eric drew near. Sometime during the course of the day he’d managed to convince himself Eric’s eyes weren’t as blue as he remembered, that the attraction he felt hadn’t been quite as electric as he’d thought. He was wrong. If anything, Eric’s eyes looked more brilliant, his athletic shape more enticing, the attraction Cole felt more amplified.

      “Hi,” Eric said, sliding onto the stool across from him. He bounced a little and smiled, the single dimple in his cheek winking at Cole. “Thanks for grabbing us a good table. They fill up pretty quick some nights.”

      “Sure. No problem. This looked like as good a spot as any.” Cole’s gaze trailed from Eric’s cute dimple to his full bottom lip, and then lower, to where Eric’s nipples pressed against his shirt. He wondered how sensitive those piercings made Eric’s nipples, if he preferred for his lovers to nibble or lick, and if he would get the chance to find out for himself.

      “You didn’t have any trouble finding it, did you?”

      Cole’s gaze shot back up to Eric’s in confusion. “Huh?”

      Eric laughed and patted Cole’s hand where it lay upon the tabletop. “The club,” he repeated. “You didn’t have any trouble finding it, did you?”

      Cole shivered at the feel of Eric’s warm palm resting on his hand and resisted the urge to turn his hand over and intertwine their fingers. It was crazy, this inexplicable longing he felt for someone he barely knew.

      Cole extracted his hand from beneath Eric’s and used it to pick up his beer. He took a long, deep pull from the bottle before setting it back on the scuffed tabletop. “So,” he said, “tell me about this band.”

      “Well,” Eric drawled out, “Epoxy’s Resolution is a great band. Their sound is sort of a mix between metal and grunge. It’s kinda hard to describe to someone who hasn’t heard them, you know, but they’re really good. They do a lot of cover songs but the stuff they write themselves is the best.”

      Cole quirked a brow. “Sounds like a weird mix to me.”

      Eric laughed and scooted his chair closer, so they were both sitting on the same side of the table. His thigh brushed up against Cole’s as he leaned nearer. “That’s what everyone says. You’ll like ’em, just wait and see.”

      Cole wasn’t too sure about that, but he wasn’t about to say so. After all, he was supposed to be there for the music, not to salivate over the guy sitting next to him. Hell, as long as Eric stayed where he was, the band could sound like cats screeching and he wouldn’t move. He couldn’t, not with his dick as hard as a tenpenny nail. Who would’ve thought just sitting beside Eric in the dark would have him ready to pop the seam out of his jeans?

      Rows of white lights lit up at the top and bottom of the stage. The crowd hushed as the band ran onto the stage and the lead singer took the mike and shouted a welcome.

      Cole sat motionless, listening as the band started their first song, the ear-splitting noise loud enough to drown out the pounding echo of his own pulse. He faced forward, trying to appear as if he were paying attention to the show, while watching Eric out of the corner of his eye.

      Beside him, Eric wiggled in his chair, his excitement almost contagious. Every few seconds he would brush up against Cole, rubbing their shoulders or thighs together in a way that did nothing to help Cole’s hard-on subside. It was as if Eric was intentionally trying to drive him insane.

      

      Cole stared up at the stage, seemingly riveted on the antics of the lead guitarist as he swung his guitar wildly about. All of Eric’s attention was on Cole. With him busy watching the stage, Eric finally had a chance to study the man without being obvious about his interest. Though the room was dim, light from the stage illuminated Cole’s chiseled profile, highlighting just enough of Cole’s features to make Eric’s pants tighter than they already were.

      He’d been half hard all day, just thinking about tonight, but the reality was even better. Either Cole wanted him just as bad as he wanted Cole, or the man had some strange fetish for metal, because Cole had been sporting wood since the band took the stage. He probably wouldn’t have noticed, but he’d been rubbing up against Cole every chance he could without being too obvious and he’d been watching to see if he would have an effect on the man. Eric wanted to know if he was barking up the wrong tree before he actually put his ass on the line and hit on Cole. It wasn’t that he was afraid of being rejected. Lord knew, he’d gotten used to that, being a single gay man. But he didn’t want to freak Cole out, or come off as some slutty little twink who hit on every man he met. Whether they ultimately ended up as lovers or just friends, he still wanted Cole to like him.

      The man in question glanced over at Eric and smiled. “You were right. They aren’t half bad.”

      Eric’s chest tightened. He nodded at Cole, too mesmerized to even pretend he wasn’t gawking at him. Cole was a sexy man, but when he smiled, the expression lit up his whole face and made tiny, adorable crinkles pop up in the corners of his eyes. It transformed him from sexy to devastating.

      He expected Cole to refocus on the band. He didn’t. Cole stared right back, an odd look on his face, as if he couldn’t decide whether to kiss Eric or kick his ass and run. He wanted to kiss Cole so bad he could taste it. All it would take was leaning forward the slightest bit and their lips would touch.

      He acted on the thought before he even realized his intent. Cole’s eyes widened and he jerked back, covering the hasty retreat by picking up his beer and taking a long gulp. Eric felt his face flame and dropped his gaze to his lap, embarrassed that he’d acted on the impulse to taste Cole and been rebuffed so amiably. God, hadn’t he just decided he wasn’t going to try and jump the man? And what did he do right after, but try to kiss the man. Jesus.

      Eric swallowed his pride and looked up. “Listen, Cole, I’m sorry about that. It’s just that you were looking at me, and I just…” God, he sounded mental, just blurting everything out loud like that. Eric tried to shrug it off with a laugh that came out a trifle too shrill for the carefree attitude he was trying to pull off. “Well, I acted before I thought, and I’m sorry.”

      “No sweat. Don’t worry about it.”

      Cole’s gaze lowered and Eric would have sworn the other man was staring at his mouth. He could actually feel his lips tingling from the attention and couldn’t resist tempting fate by swiping his tongue over his bottom lip, just to see how Cole would react. Though he wasn’t sure what to expect, the soft groan that spilled from Cole’s parted lips wasn’t it. That one tiny sound echoed through his bloodstream and shocked his balls like a cattle prod. His already snug jeans tightened further. The metal fly bit into his swelling shaft, making him squirm. As subtly as possible, Eric turned to face the wall and readjusted himself, trying to give his cock room to expand. He swallowed a whimper and idly wondered if he had masochistic tendencies he wasn’t aware of.

      Eric surreptitiously glanced back at Cole from around the rim of his drink. The pads of his fingers itched to rub over the surface of Cole’s short brown hair and test its bristly texture. His gaze traced the expanse of Cole’s forehead, the shallow dip where brow met nose, the straight bridge of his nose and bow of his thin upper lip. A full bottom lip and slight cleft in his chin softened the sharp cut of high cheekbones and his square jaw. The man was too damn hot for his own good.

      The final strains of the song came to an end as he turned around. The lead singer shouted good night just as the lights around the stage dimmed and the overhead ones came back on. Finally, the concert was over. He loved the group, but being near Cole and smelling the intoxicating scent of his cologne and underlying musk—the tension of not knowing whether or not he had a snowball’s chance in hell of being with him—killed his enjoyment. His little slip up didn’t help matters any. Now he just felt awkward and dumb. He should’ve known better than to try to kiss Cole, even if the man did have a set of lips that appeared as if they were made to suck cock. He looked up from the lips in question and found Cole staring at him, another one of those curious expressions on his face. Eric felt his own cheeks go up in flames. He was busted. This could get ugly. “I, um.” Damn, he needed to say something. “You have a nice smile.” Eric winced. God, was that the best he could come up with? The man wasn’t even smiling.

      Cole quirked a brow. “Uh, thanks. Listen, I’m going to go get another beer. You want one?”

      Relief, thick as syrup, slowed Eric’s thundering pulse. “No thanks.” He held up his coke. “I’m not much of a drinker.” Eric paused, wondering if he should say something about the number of beers he’d seen Cole consume during the show. His conscience wouldn’t let him stay quiet. He gave a pointed look at the near-empty brown bottle in Cole’s hand. “Um, you aren’t driving yourself home after the show, are you?”

      “Aww, isn’t that sweet. You’re all worried about me.” Cole smiled and winked at him. “Don’t worry, I’ll call a cab. I may have a nice little buzz going, but I’m not stupid enough to drink and drive.”

      “That’s good to know. I’d hate to think someone as hot as you would be all brawn and no brains.” Open mouth, insert foot. What was it about this man that turned him into a hormonal teenager again? And more importantly, what was going to pop out of his mouth next, smell ya later?

      Cole chuckled, his laugh deep and husky, sexy as hell, just like the rest of him. “Well, I don’t know about all that, but I’m glad you don’t think I’m the dumb jock I was in high school.”

      “No fear of that happening.” A hot empty shell was not the kind of man he would be attracted to. The ability to hold an intelligent conversation was just as important, more so, than being hung like a moose. And damn if that didn’t derail his thoughts and bring them right back to what kind of package Cole could possibly be sporting beneath his pants.

      Cole weaved his way through the crowd to the bar, where people packed in tight as canned sardines waited to give their orders. Eric trailed after him, his attention locked on Cole’s ass as it flexed beneath worn denim. Now that was an ass worthy of writing home about.

      Cole abruptly stopped and swung back around to face him. Unable to stop his forward momentum, Eric couldn’t prevent his nose from smacking into the middle of Cole’s sternum. His cheek pressed into the nubby cotton fabric of Cole’s polo shirt, instantly surrounding him with his date’s heat and scent. He could hear the fast thump of Cole’s strong heart. The intoxicating smell of spicy cologne, soap and an underlying musky scent that was Cole’s alone wafted up to his nose. Eric swallowed a whimper and fought the urge to bury his face in Cole’s wide chest, wallow in his fragrance.

      More than his next breath of air, Eric wanted to press closer, to rub his burgeoning erection against Cole’s hip and let the man feel the powerful effect he had on him. Instead, he ducked his head and backed away, murmuring a hasty, “Sorry.”

      Calloused fingers, rough as fine sandpaper, slid under his jaw and pushed up, tilting his chin until he looked Cole square in the eye. For an instant, while he stared into those fathomless deep brown eyes, the crowd, the noise, all of it dissolved. Cole, the intense expression on his handsome face, the gentle press of warm fingers beneath his jaw, was all that existed. Electricity crackled in the air between them. His gaze dropped to Cole’s mouth. Cole licked his lips, making them glisten, and Eric whimpered. He took a step closer, needing to kiss, to taste Cole so bad it was like an addiction.

      A woman with purple hair and enough eyeliner to make her resemble a raccoon turned from the bar, two frosty mugs of beer in her hands, and lurched into Eric. Cold, foamy beer sloshed over his arm and down the front of his shirt.

      Cole dropped his hand and stepped away from him. Eric shot the woman a dirty look, more for ruining the moment between him and Cole than the accident. Beer would wash out. Other than the stench, it wasn’t a big deal.

      She handed the now-half-empty beers off to a friend—some guy whose shirt had more safety pins than material—and turned back to him. “Oh my God! I’m so sorry. I totally didn’t see you there.”

      Eric waved off her concern. “It’s no big deal. It’ll wash off.”

      She apologized again and then wandered off after her friend. Eric returned his attention to Cole and found the man smiling down at him. “That was nice of you. To let her off the hook like that.”

      Eric shrugged. “Well, what was I gonna do, yell at her? She didn’t mean to slosh beer all over me. The drinks here cost too much to waste them.”

      Cole snorted. “Isn’t that the truth.” He fidgeted a bit before continuing. “I was just thinking, I’ve had enough to drink, and… Well, I just thought maybe we could go somewhere quieter and get a cup of coffee or something.”

      Damn that sounded like a good idea. They could go somewhere and talk, or something better. Except now he was wet and smelled like a brewery. “Uh, that’s probably not such a good idea.”

      A frown marred Cole’s forehead before a neutral mask dropped down over his features. “Oh, well, that’s okay. Maybe some other time, right?”

      Disappointment flashed through Cole’s eyes and disappeared so fast Eric wasn’t sure if he’d really seen it or imagined it. Either way, he wanted to make sure Cole didn’t get the wrong idea. “No, coffee sounds good, but I don’t think I’m fit for going out anywhere smelling to high heaven and with a big yellow stain spreading out over my shirt. It looks like someone peed on me.” He tucked his chin into his shoulder and sniffed, wrinkling his nose at the pungent smell. “Smells about like it too.”

      Cole snickered. “Well, you know what they say, it’s better to be pissed off than pissed on,” and then he was laughing again, harder this time. Eric joined in, both of them being loud in their mirth. People all around them shot weird looks their way, which for some reason only made it funnier.

      By the time they were through laughing their asses off, the awkward moment from before was long forgotten. Eric was glad of that because he wasn’t ready for this night to end yet. There was so much more he wanted to learn about Cole—everything really.

      The most intriguing was the vibe he got from Cole. Usually, he would say that tingly gut feeling was his gaydar going off, but who knew what it was with Cole. Sure, the man had shot him some mixed signals—prolonged eye contact, lingering stares, and though he’d pulled back before Eric could kiss him, Cole hadn’t exactly complained about being rubbed up against half the night. Then again, there was every possibility he was interpreting Cole’s body language in the way he wanted instead of as it was really intended. Or maybe his brain was fried from being around an old crush and not being able to act out all the feverish fantasies he’d had about Cole over the years. That was as likely an excuse as anything else he could imagine. The urge he possessed to pounce on Cole and lick him from head to toe was his own problem to solve.

      Eric glanced at Cole from beneath his lashes and tried not to sigh like a love-struck teenager. He hadn’t been so torn up over a guy since he’d blown Tommy Morgan under the bleachers in the twelfth grade and ended up having to endure a month of ridicule before graduation because the little bastard told everyone he was gay and easy.

      Cole glanced at his watch and Eric knew their time together was drawing to a close. If Cole had been anyone else, and Eric had still been at college, instead of home for the summer, he would’ve invited Cole back to the apartment he and two other guys shared and made a move on him just to find out which way he swung, but he couldn’t exactly do that here. Just imagining the horrified look on Mother’s face if she caught him sneaking a man into his room was enough to make his cock curl up and shudder. He wasn’t a kid anymore, but he had enough respect for his parents not to bring anyone home with him. In the end, he didn’t have to say anything.

      Cole tapped his watch. “It isn’t very late, only about eleven. I know you don’t want to go out anywhere covered in beer, but if you’re interested in a cup of coffee, we could go back to my place.” He bit into his bottom lip and released it, looking cute and bashful all at once. “I make a mean pot of French Vanilla.”

      As if he was going to say no to that. “Sure, that sounds great. I’ll drive.”
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      Cole pointed to the green exit sign. “Turn off up there, on the next exit.”

      “So,” Eric asked, guiding his jeep off the interstate, “where to from here?”

      “Take a right here and stay straight for about two miles, then turn left onto Magnolia Street. My place is about halfway down the street, on the left. Just look for a big sign that says Winchester’s Game Emporium and pull around back. My apartment’s above the shop.”

      “Cool.” Eric hit the gas and swerved around the corner.

      Humid night air, pungent with the scent of freshly cut grass, whipped at Cole’s face and stung his eyes. He latched onto the sides of his seat and held on tight. The ride so far had been interesting. Make that terrifying. Eric was sober as a saint, but drove like he’d thrown back a few too many drinks. Only his own hatred of side seat drivers kept Cole from commenting on Eric’s haphazard driving. Especially since he was pretty sure the passenger side wheels lifted right up off the ground on one of those sharp turns a little ways back.

      He had to wonder whether or not Eric always drove like a maniac, or if he was just in a hurry to get them back to his place. The thought made him smile, until Eric swerved sharply, barely missing a dog that ambled out into the street, and his death grip on the seat regained all his attention.

      His old, two story brick building came into view. The neon yellow sign shined like a beacon out of the large plate-glass window. Cole had never been more grateful to be home in his entire life. He pointed the building out to Eric. “Right there.”

      “I see it. It’s so cool how you live right above your store. Did I tell you that I’m majoring in business management at UVA?” The tires squealed as he maneuvered the jeep around the side of the building and slid into the small gravel lot behind.

      Cole held his breath as the vehicle jerked to a stop, the bumper inches away from an old oak tree. Eric rambled on, unfazed. “That’s what I want to do someday, own my own business. Maybe run a record shop or a bookstore, something like that. I’m even minoring in accounting so I’ll be able to do my own books.”

      Cole glanced over at Eric and released his pent-up breath. “Yeah. That’s what I wanted to do too, run my own bookstore, but there wasn’t much call for one around here. There are already so many independent ones. Between those and the bigger chains, there was no way I could compete.” He took a deep breath. “Man, do you always drive like that? Your license should come with a warning label.”

      Eric smiled, popped open his door and slid out. “Oh yeah, sorry ’bout that. I guess I can be a little heavy-footed on the gas sometimes.” He shrugged. “I don’t even realize I’m doing it. You should have said something. I can’t really afford to get another ticket anyway. My insurance is high enough as it is.”

      Cole rolled his eyes and hopped down from the jeep. “Come on, let’s go inside.”

      He strode across the lot, shooting a glance over his shoulder every couple of seconds to make sure Eric was following behind him. The rubber soles of his sneakers ate up the ground until he stood just outside the back door. The security lights, controlled by motion sensors, flashed on overhead and lit up the area around him. He dug through his pockets and pulled out his key ring, riffling through the dozen or so keys before he found the right one.

      Eric stepped up beside him, yellow light spilling over his messy blond hair. “So, you like owning your own place? I bet it’s great not having to answer to anybody, right? You know, being your own boss and all.”

      Cole unlocked the door and ushered Eric in ahead of him. “Oh, I still have to answer to people. IRS, the bank and customers; somebody always wants an explanation about something.” He closed the door, plunging them into darkness, and relocked it. “It’s good though. I always wanted to have my own place. Can’t really imagine doing anything else.”

      He turned to find Eric right behind him, close enough to touch. Tension ratcheted up a notch, growing thick and palpable in the dark. His arms felt empty and longed to reach out, pull Eric to him.

      “Sorry about the dark,” he rambled nervously, while stepping around Eric. “I would turn on the lights, but by the time I get to the breaker box, we could be upstairs anyway.”

      Upstairs. Alone together. With a big comfy bed just waiting for us to make use of it. Cole gave himself a mental smack and, through determination alone, managed to keep his hands firmly at his sides.

      Inviting Eric home with him was the equivalent of playing with fire. Oh, he’d noticed the sly glances the younger man had been shooting his way all night, seen him sporting wood more than once. And then that kiss—he didn’t even want to think about what might have happened if he hadn’t pulled away at the last second. He’d been so tempted to let Eric kiss him, to see what Eric’s lips would feel like against his own.

      Eric was interested, of that Cole didn’t have any doubt. The real question was, was he interested? His cock shouted, “hell yeah”, but the rest of him was torn. Eric was a cute guy, and they seemed to have a bit in common, but he didn’t know if he was ready to take that next step, to go from fantasizing about being with a man to actually doing it. He could see him and Eric being friends, yes, but lovers? Oh, he wanted to fuck Eric, no doubt about that, but he wasn’t sure if he could go through with it. Twenty-seven years of being conditioned to believe homosexuality was wrong stood a silent vigil between him and what he desired.

      “This way,” he said and headed for the private door leading up to his apartment. “Just follow behind me and I’ll try not to steer you into a wall.”

      Eric’s footsteps echoed on the stairs as he tagged along. “Yeah, that would be good. I’d hate to run my head into a wall and end up spending the night on your sofa.”

      Yep, Cole thought, that would be a tragedy. If Eric spent the night, he could think of a lot better places for him to spend time. Like sprawled out naked in bed, underneath him, or on top of him, or hell, even upside down would be okay.

      Cole stopped on the last step and unlocked the door. Eric waited behind him, one step down. Any closer and Cole imagined he would feel the heat radiating off Eric’s body, feel his hot breath on the small of his back. That instantly brought to mind a picture of Eric’s pink tongue—the same one he’d coveted earlier in the night while it ran across Eric’s pouty lower lip—peeking out to lick at the delicate skin of his lower back, drifting lower to explore territory no woman had ever touched. What would that bubble gum tongue feel like moving over his ass, licking, prodding his entrance?

      The cheeks of his backside clenched in response to the taboo image. His pulse quickened and in the dark, silent corridor, he could hear the resonance of his own labored breathing. As he shoved open his door and reached a hand inside to feel for the light switch, he wondered if Eric had noticed it too.

      His hand never made it to the light. Eric rushed him from behind and pushed him up against the wall opposite the open door. A hand wrapped around the back of his neck and pulled his head down.

      “Fuck it. I may be way off base here, but I think you want this as much as I do,” Eric whispered, hot puffs of breath caressing Cole’s skin with every word.

      Before he could utter a response, soft lips pressed against his, and a tongue slid over the seam of his mouth, coaxing him to open wide. His eyelids fell shut and his lips parted, allowing Eric in. The first touch of Eric’s tongue gliding along his sent an electric current ricocheting through his body. He groaned and tilted his head, losing himself in the taste and texture of Eric’s mouth.

      His arms rose of their own will and wrapped around Eric’s slim body, zeroing in on his firm little ass and pulling him closer. Their bodies flush, tongues dueling, Cole could feel everything. A hundred sensations hit him at once and short-circuited his senses. The whoosh of breath leaving Eric’s body, the fast thump of blood rushing through his own ears, the ache of his balls drawing tight, the hard ridge of Eric’s cock rubbing against his own through too many layers of clothes.

      He wanted them naked. Now. Wanted to touch and taste with an intensity that should’ve frightened him, and probably would have if he’d been in the frame of mind to care right then. Luckily, he wasn’t. He was too tired of all the bullshit, of hiding and pretending to be someone he wasn’t. Though he wasn’t sure why, Cole felt safe enough to let go and be himself around Eric. The only thing holding him back was himself, and for the first time ever, Cole was ready to ignore the persistent little whisper of his overactive conscience and throw caution to the wind for what he wanted. Nothing mattered but the man in his arms and the flame burning hotter between them.

      Cole spun them around and pressed Eric’s back to the wall. He sucked Eric’s bottom lip into his mouth and nipped it, savoring the sweet whimper he got in response. His hands slid between their bodies and fumbled with the button of Eric’s pants. The damn things were skin tight—he couldn’t get them unfastened.

      Eric shoved Cole’s hands out of the way and undid them himself, yanking the front of his jeans open before going to work on Cole’s. In a matter of seconds, Eric had both their cocks out, in his slender hand, and was rubbing them together. He leaned up on tiptoe, pressed his lips against Cole’s and whispered, “Touch me.”

      He didn’t need to be asked twice. Cole wrapped his fingers around Eric’s dick and slid his palm from root to tip, stroking and caressing Eric with the firm grip he used on himself. The feel of Eric’s dick, all hot flesh and throbbing need, was unlike anything Cole had ever dreamed of. So similar to taking himself in hand, but vastly different because it was Eric. Panting, Cole buried his face against the curve of Eric’s neck, giving himself a brief second to calm down before he lost control and embarrassed himself. He listened to the rapid heartbeat under his ear, one that rivaled his own beat for beat, and inhaled the musky scent of Eric’s skin.

      He held another man’s dick, the firm flesh hot as a brand and hard as iron in his fist, and he could scarcely believe how good it felt, how right. He couldn’t remember another time in his life when he’d been turned on so easily, so fast. It was like every nerve ending in his body had been lit on fire and was tingling. Sensations bombarded him—the cool air against feverish skin, Eric’s hot body against his own. It felt like he’d been waiting for this moment all his life.

      Now that he’d had a small sample of what he’d been missing out on, he wanted to do it all, to experience everything. “Eric, I want…” God, he couldn’t say it.

      “What do you want, Cole?” Eric’s voice was thick and hoarse, full of need. “Anything. Just please, God, don’t stop now.”

      The desperation in Eric’s voice boosted Cole’s courage and gave him the balls to go through with what he wanted to do. He dropped to his knees and wrapped his hand around the base of Eric’s cock, holding it down and in position for his mouth. He leaned in, took a deep breath full of the heady scent of warm skin and male musk, and swiped the flat of his tongue over the moist tip of Eric’s cock, testing the taste to see if he’d like it.

      The bittersweet flavor of Eric’s flesh burst over his palate and made him groan. He ran his tongue around the spongy cap, exploring the shape and texture. When he flicked over the shallow groove beneath the helmet, Eric grunted and bucked his hips, forcing the blunt crown deeper into Cole’s mouth. Cole accepted him, groaning at the alien sensation of Eric’s dick sliding over his tongue.

      Slender fingers wove through his hair, urging him to continue. “Oh yeah, Cole…suck me. Suck my cock.”

      Hearing Eric sputter those dirty words, feeling the smooth skin quiver under his tongue’s manipulation, pushed Cole to take more, to hollow his cheeks and suck hard, while bobbing up and down over Eric’s prick. He pushed down, trying to force the entire length into his mouth, and took more than he could manage. The bulbous head of Eric’s prick butted up against the back of his throat and made him gag.

      Sputtering and embarrassed at his lack of experience, he backed off and let Eric slip from between his lips. He glanced up at Eric, glad the darkness camouflaged the heat suffusing his face, but wishing he could see Eric’s expression and know if he was doing a good job or not. Though he didn’t want to mess this up, he had no idea what he was doing. It was harder than it looked. He was operating on pure instinct and the memory of what he liked done to him.

      Eric’s fingers tightened on Cole’s scalp. His other hand reached down and petted Cole’s cheek. “Don’t stop, babe. I’m so close. Make me come.” He grabbed his dick by its base and brushed the weeping tip over Cole’s mouth. “Please, finish me off.”

      Cole’s lips parted and he licked the salty ambrosia off the tip of Eric’s cock. Surprisingly, it wasn’t bad. A little bitter, maybe, but nothing gross, like he’d been half afraid of. His tongue dipped into the slit, searching out every drop. His hands rose and bracketed Eric’s slim hips, pulling him forward, wanting Eric to take what he needed.

      He slid his mouth off Eric’s prick and looked up at him. “Do it. Fuck my mouth. Come for me.”

      Eric groaned and his hips bucked forward. With his hand still around the base of his cock, he set a fast rhythm, shuffling his length in and out of Cole’s mouth.

      His jaw began to ache, but he persevered, taking everything Eric had to give. He concentrated on keeping his teeth out of the way, his tongue moving along the firm shaft, keeping his jaw loose on the intake and his lips tight on the withdrawal. Saliva pooled in his mouth, making the slick glide of Eric’s cock over his tongue more smooth. Just when he thought lockjaw was going to set in, Eric stiffened and cried out. His dick pulsed, growing impossibly larger, as spurt after spurt of creamy seed spilled into Cole’s mouth.

      The force behind Eric’s release made Cole gag, but he quickly recovered and swallowed what he could, gently suckling Eric as he shook and shivered through the last of his climax. When Eric began to soften, Cole lifted his head and let Eric slip from his mouth. He sat back on his heels, feeling inordinately pleased with himself and horny as hell, all at the same time. His dick hung out of the front of his pants, hard enough to jackhammer concrete, and his balls ached like heavy stones hugging the base of a tree. While he sucked Eric, his own need to come was superseded by the desire to satisfy Eric and not fuck it up. Now that he’d accomplished what he set out to do—and judging by the strength of Eric’s climax, he’d done a pretty damn good job even if he did say so himself—his own body was screaming for relief.

      Wonder if it would be bad taste to ask Eric to return the favor. It didn’t take much imagination to picture Eric’s pretty mouth wrapped around his dick, swallowing his load and moaning to beat the band, like his come was the next best thing compared to Tom and Jerry’s ice cream.

      The downstairs lights blinked on, illuminating the stairwell and the foyer where he was still kneeling in front of Eric. Cole blinked, his eyes trying to adjust to the sudden change. “What the fuck?”

      Eric gasped and hastily stuffed himself back into his jeans. “Who is—?”

      A loud gasp sounded from below, right before he heard a shrill female voice scream, “Oh my God!”

      He knew that voice. Cole turned, his movements slow as molasses, and saw Karen standing at the bottom of the landing, her eyes wide and a splayed hand covering the lower half of her face.

      “Shit!” Cole scrambled to his feet.

      Karen dropped her hand, her expression twisting from hurt to pissed off in the blink of an eye. “You bastard. How long have you been fucking him behind my back? No wonder you didn’t want to get married.”

      “Karen, wait.”

      She shook her head, her long blonde hair whipping from side to side, and hurried away in the opposite direction. Cole started after her, only to be pulled up short by Eric’s voice.

      “Cole, what the hell is going on? Who is that woman?”

      He looked back over his shoulder, his gaze connecting with Eric’s guileless blue eyes, while his head filled with white noise. There was no fast and easy answer for that, so he said the only thing that came to mind, “That’s Karen,” before dashing down the stairs after her.

      [image: ]

      Long after Cole disappeared downstairs and the loud crack of the back door slamming echoed up to him, Eric remained immobile. Cole’s parting words replayed again and again inside his head. That’s Karen. As if that was supposed to explain everything?

      Anger, hot and heavy, pulled him from his catatonic state. Who the hell did Cole think he was, bringing Eric home with him, sucking his brains out through his cock, despite the fact that he had a girlfriend? Or was it fiancée? Hadn’t she said something about a wedding?

      Jesus. He sure knew how to pick men, didn’t he? Unfortunately, this time around, he had no one to blame but himself. Cole had all the classic signs of someone locked in the closet, Eric just hadn’t wanted to recognize them for what they were. He was a fucking idiot.

      Eric leaned forward and flipped up the light switch. A bulb winked on overhead, illuminating the area around him, and cast dim fingers of light into the two adjoining rooms to either side.

      To his left sat a small kitchen. He could only just make out part of the fridge and the corner of a waist-high counter from where he stood. He didn’t care to see more of the kitchen, so he turned toward the room to his right. There he found an equally tiny living room, barely large enough to hold the matching black leather love seat and recliner, and a small black lacquered entertainment center.

      Well, he had two choices. He could go into the living room and have a seat, or he could leave. Eric glanced at the door, still standing open, and considered leaving before Cole returned. He didn’t know of any way out of the building except the one he’d been shown on the way in, where the happy couple were undoubtedly fighting right that very minute, so he chose to sit and wait. Facing Cole seemed like the lesser of two evils. Besides, running away also smacked of cowardice and he wasn’t a damn coward. He faced his problems head on and this time would be no different. He would stay, listen to whatever lame excuse Cole came up with, and then calmly tell him exactly what he could do with his wandering cock, specifically that he could shove it up his own ass and rotate on it until Hell froze over.

      As much as he would’ve liked to give Cole the benefit of the doubt, the evidence was not leaning in his favor. Even if Cole hadn’t been using him for some kind of bi-curious experiment, he was still a cheater and, as far as Eric was concerned, a slimeball.

      Without his knowledge or consent, Cole had made him into the other woman…man, whatever. That pissed him off. He was not going to be someone’s dirty little secret.

      Eric stepped into the living room and bumped his hip on a shoddy-looking telephone stand just inside the door. An automated voice filled the air. “You have one message.” The machine recited a time earlier in the evening, and then the message played. “Hey, Cole. It’s me.” The woman’s voice paused. “I just wanted to let you know that I’ve been away for the last week at my parents’ house, thinking things over. I’ve decided that maybe I overreacted by ending things between us so quickly.” A man’s voice sounded in the background, calling the woman in to dinner. “Listen, I won’t be home until later tonight, but I was hoping we could talk. I’ll swing by your place on my way home. Talk to you soon. Bye.”

      Eric stared down at the red light on the answering machine as if it had teeth and was going to jump off the stand and bite him. Chewing on his lip, he tried to shove down the overwhelming sense of hurt welling up inside him.

      The message confirmed one of his questions, but it opened the door for so many others. Cole wasn’t cheating on the woman, but it was obvious they’d just ended things. And she’d been the one to dump him, not the other way around.

      Did Cole want her back? Was that why he’d run out of the apartment as if his ass was on fire?

      Eric stumbled to the love seat and perched on the end of it. He slumped forward and rested his elbows on his knees. Rubbing his hands over his face, he settled in to wait for Cole and the opportunity to give the man a piece of his mind.
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      You’re going to regret this, Cole. I swear it.

      Karen’s parting words rang in Cole’s ears as he wearily trudged up the stairs, his head hung low. Any buzz he’d had earlier was long gone. A pounding headache had moved in to take its place.

      Karen was furious. He’d tried to explain, but she refused to hear him out. Instead, she’d jumped to conclusions, choosing to believe he’d been seeing Eric on the side, even while they were together. That she could believe that of him, after two years of being together and his being nothing but faithful to her, hurt him more than he cared to admit. He cared for Karen, didn’t want to see her hurt, but having her catch him with Eric, seeing her reaction, brought his latent feelings to the surface. It made him realize that although he didn’t want to deal with the repercussions resulting from coming out, he couldn’t put it off any longer. He wanted to step out of the closet and into the sunshine. Finally, he felt ready to embrace himself for who he was, without worrying about how it would affect anyone else.

      No. That wasn’t entirely true. He did care how his realization would affect one person.

      Eric.

      Standing next to Karen, seeing the woman he could have easily ended up spending the rest of his miserable life with, made him that much more aware of how lacking his attraction was to her. With Eric, right from the moment he’d laid eyes on him, he’d felt an inexplicable pull in his direction. The chemistry between them was real and good, so strong it was unsettling.

      Cole paused in the doorway of his apartment. He pinched the bridge of his nose, stalling for time while he tried to steel his courage. He knew what he wanted. All he had to do was go for it. Lay it all out in the open and hope Eric wanted the same thing.

      In time, he knew that he could fall for the younger man. It wasn’t a question of if he could love him, more a question of when. If Eric could be persuaded—and Cole was going to try his damnedest to make sure he was—then Cole planned for them to share a lot more than a single night of passion. He wanted it all.

      He stepped through the door and looked around for Eric. He found him in the living room, sitting in the dark, with his face buried in his hands. Cole cleared his throat, not wanting to startle him.

      Eric’s head jerked up. His gaze landed on Cole and narrowed. Damn, that didn’t look good. He knew he had some explaining to do, but…

      “Well, that was certainly quick. I guess your girlfriend decided not to stick around for an encore, huh?”

      Cole winced at the sharp tone of Eric’s voice, straightened his spine and crossed the room. He reached over and flipped on the lamp beside the love seat and plopped down on it next to Eric. Eric scooted over, practically falling off the other side in order to put as much space between them as he could.

      Cole sighed. He didn’t know why he’d expected Eric to be a little more understanding. Things never seemed to go as easy for him as they did for everyone else. “Could you maybe wait to hear me out before you start jumping to conclusions? I’ve had about enough of that for one night.”

      Eric arched one blond brow, his forehead wrinkled. “Why should I care what you want? Am I supposed to feel sorry for you now? Poor Cole, who has to deal with two pissed-off lovers in one night. Tsk, tsk, you really should have known better than to bring home a new playmate before you got the key back from your ex. You must have been absent the day they taught that lesson in ‘How to be a Dog 101’.”

      Frowning, Cole wiped his damp palms on his pants. “It’s not like that, Eric.”

      Eric rolled his eyes. “What’s it like then, huh? Explain it to me. Make me understand because after what I’ve seen and heard, I’m having a hell of a time understanding.”

      “Karen is not my girlfriend. We broke up weeks ago.”

      Eric scowled. “Mm-hmm. I know that. She called and left a message. Said she was willing to talk about taking you back. That maybe she’d been a little hasty in dumping you.”

      “Shit.” That explained why she’d shown up out of the blue. He’d been wondering about that.

      “So…? You want to explain things, or what?”

      Cole held Eric’s gaze, imploring him to listen. Eric had no reason to accept his word for the truth, but that wasn’t going to stop Cole from trying to explain. “Karen and I dated for about two years. There weren’t any bells and whistles going off between us, but I was comfortable in the relationship, safe. As long as I was with her I could keep my head buried in the sand and ignore what my psyche, my fantasies, had been trying to tell me for years.”

      He paused, taking a deep breath before continuing. Now that he’d started, he wanted to get it all out. “Karen and I broke up two weeks ago. She wanted to get married and start a family. I just… I couldn’t live a lie anymore. Karen isn’t what I want. She isn’t what I need. You are.”

      Eric’s eyes widened. “Cole, I—”

      Cole held up a hand, cutting Eric off. “No, hear me out before you say anything. I know we don’t know each other all that well yet, but there’s something here, something between us. I felt it on the beach and I feel it even stronger now. If you’re willing, I’d like the chance to get to know you better and see where things could lead for us.”

      As soon as the last words poured out of his mouth, Cole’s gaze fell to his lap. Though he was anxious to hear what Eric had to say, he was petrified of being rejected. His pride dangled out on a line and Eric had the power to cut it in half.

      When no reply came, Cole lifted his head, scared of what he would see on Eric’s face. His gaze connected with Eric’s. Cole was afraid to breathe, afraid he would blink and the soft, accepting look on his lover’s face would dematerialize into one of scorn.

      Coming up onto his knees on the love seat, Eric reached for Cole. A warm palm cupped Cole’s cheek, but it was nothing compared to the heat he saw growing behind Eric’s beautiful azure eyes.

      His voice was feather soft when he spoke, “Do you mean that? I want to believe you. I just…” Large, expressive blue eyes searched Cole’s face. “I’ve wanted you since before I knew I was gay. There was just something about you that drew me.” He blushed. “I kinda feel like I’m going to wake up any minute, with wet sheets, and realize this was all a dream.”

      Cole grinned and reached out to swipe an errant lock of blond hair out of Eric’s face. His fingers lingered over Eric’s satiny skin. “I meant every word. I want to be with you, Eric. Only you.”

      Eric’s attention dropped to Cole’s mouth. His thumb swept over Cole’s bottom lip, making him shiver. Before the shiver had time to work its way down his spine, Eric leaned in and replaced his thumb with his mouth, softly brushing his lips over Cole’s.

      Though the kiss began gently, there was a wealth of emotion behind it. Cole’s heart warmed and filled with a sense of peace. This was right. The burgeoning emotions he felt for Eric were the real thing, not the glamour of lust. He wasn’t sure how he knew, but as Eric sought to deepen the kiss, running his tongue over the seam of Cole’s mouth, he believed it with every fiber of his being.

      Eric was the one for him.

      Cole tilted his head and parted his lips, allowing Eric inside. The fingers of one hand rose to wind in the silky hair at Eric’s nape, while the other reached around Eric’s back and pulled him in tight, pressing their chests together.

      Eric moaned and the sweet sound vibrated along his tongue and into Cole’s mouth. He inched the last bit forward and straddled Cole’s lap, wrapping his arms around his neck. Their tongues twined and danced, mouths moving in concert with each other until both men panted, their chests rising and falling, pushing against one another in an effort to replenish their lungs with oxygen.

      Though he didn’t want to stop, Cole had to breathe. He pulled his head back a fraction and eased the kiss until their lips barely skimmed back and forth.

      God, he was hard. Not having gotten off earlier with Eric, plus the additional torment of Eric’s hard bottom pressing down into his dick, was working on his control. Too much more stimulation and he would be coming in his pants like a teenager.

      That was not what he had in mind. No, tonight he wanted to come buried balls deep inside of Eric.

      Cole’s eyelids grew heavy and fell shut. It was so easy to picture pushing Eric backward and taking him over the arm of the love seat. All he’d have to do was yank those snug jeans down over Eric’s tight little ass and shove inside, pump his way to heaven. He could almost feel the inviting grip of Eric’s channel fisting around his cock.

      “What?” Eric asked, his hot breath fanning over Cole’s neck an instant before his lips pressed a moist kiss to the side of his throat.

      Cole’s eyelids slowly lifted. “Huh?”

      “You whimpered.”

      “I did?”

      Eric nipped at Cole’s earlobe. “Uh-huh. What were you thinking about just now? Something good, I’ll bet, by the way your hips jerked up.”

      Time to do or die. “Strip and I’ll show you exactly what I’m thinking about.”

      “Thought you’d never ask.” Eric pressed a quick, hard kiss to Cole’s lips and scrambled off his lap.

      Cole sat back and watched his lover quickly disrobe. Clothes flew in abandon as Eric yanked his shirt off over his head and shimmied out of his jeans. With every inch of skin that appeared, more blood rushed to Cole’s prick, engorging him to the point of pain.

      His tanned skin gleamed in the low light. Hands propped on his slim hips, Eric turned to face Cole. “This what you had in mind?”

      Cole swallowed and nodded, his gaze riveted on the naked expanse of Eric’s skin. The long, ruddy prick he’d seen before, but the rest… Damn.

      Earlier, when he’d taken Eric in his mouth, it had been dark and he hadn’t been able to see much. Now though… Now he wanted to make up for that slight. He wanted to touch and taste every inch of Eric’s lithe body. Learn all the things that made him whimper and cry out.

      He held his hand out to Eric. “Come here.” Eric stepped forward and twined their fingers together. Cole pulled him closer, until Eric stood in the V of his open thighs. With his free hand, Cole ran an errant fingertip down the shallow indentation between Eric’s abs and watched as the muscles tightened and flexed in response to his touch.

      He looked up, his gaze roaming over the expanse of Eric’s leanly muscled chest, and met Eric’s eyes. “You’re beautiful.”

      Eric’s eyes shifted away and he blushed. “No, I’m not. Men aren’t beautiful.”

      Cole thought how adorable it was that Eric could be so unconcerned with his nudity but be embarrassed by a simple compliment. He made a mental note to bestow them often and reached up to tweak the barbell piercing one of his plump pink nipples. “You are.”

      Eric made a pitiful little noise, half whimper and gasp, in the back of his throat and his hips jettisoned forward, riding air.

      A bedeviled smile on his face, Cole advanced.
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      Cole’s hands moved to either side of Eric’s hips and tightened. He spread his fingers and squeezed, holding Eric still. With his tongue, he flicked at Eric’s innie bellybutton and moaned as the taste of clean, salty skin burst over his palate. Working his way up, Cole took his time licking and kissing every inch of smooth, tanned skin between Eric’s navel and his pecs. He sucked and nibbled on one tender nipple, tugging on the barbell with his teeth, before moving to the other and lavishing the same attention on it. He switched back and forth, loving the way the tiny buds puckered under his tongue, until Eric’s desperate pleas for more became too much for him to resist.

      Letting go of Eric, Cole grabbed the hem of his own shirt and tugged it over his head. Eric dropped to his knees and began to work at the button of Cole’s jeans. He popped the round metal disc through the hole and tore down the zipper. Anxious to be naked and feel Eric’s skin against his own, Cole leaned back on his elbows and elevated his hips, easing the way for Eric to pull his jeans the rest of the way off.

      He stared down, inflamed by lust at the sight of Eric kneeling at his feet, so similar to the fantasy he’d had earlier in the day. Eric grinned up at him and licked his lips, almost as if he knew what Cole was thinking. Eyelids at half mast, Cole watched as Eric’s tongue extended and swiped a warm, wet trail over his balls. He sucked and lapped at Cole’s sac, never taking more than the loose skin into his mouth. Breath whooshed from Cole’s lungs, the feel of Eric’s tongue too good for words.

      He gaped down at Eric, fixated on the full pink lips as they moved upward and stretched wide around the flared head of his cock. Hot, wet heat engulfed him, swallowing half his shaft in one fell swoop, and his hips involuntarily bucked upward. Eric’s cheeks hollowed and the suction intensified. Eric began to bob up and down, his mouth gliding over Cole’s cock, taking him deeper with every pass. The nerve-rich tip of Cole’s dick hit the soft wall at the back of Eric’s throat. He held still, so damn still, not wanting to push and take the chance of hurting Eric, but goddamn it felt good. Their gazes connected, and at that moment, the muscles at the back of Eric’s throat began to flutter and gave way, allowing the tip of his cock to pop through. Eric groaned around Cole’s cock, making his mouth vibrate, and then his throat compressed around Cole’s knob, sucking him into a vise of hot, almost impossibly tight pleasure.

      Cole’s balls drew up and hugged the base of his dick. His body screamed for him to thrust, to give in to the pleasure and spill himself down Eric’s throat. His heart, his damn contrary heart, screamed no. The orgasm would be spectacular, no doubt about that, but when he came, he wanted Eric to be right there with him. A one-sided climax wasn’t enough.

      With a touch of reluctance, Cole fisted his hands in Eric’s hair. “Eric…” Eric backed off of Cole’s cock a couple of inches and used the tip of his tongue to fuck the slit of Cole’s cock. A moan forced its way out of his mouth, undermining what he was trying to say. “Stop, baby, that’s enough.”

      Eric gave Cole’s cock one last, good, hard suck and released him. He leaned back on his heels, his pretty, pink dick bobbing up against his washboard stomach. “Party pooper. I was enjoying that.”

      Cole grinned at the fake pout Eric sported. “Yeah well, so was I. A bit too much, if we’re going to do what I think we are.” Please, let Eric want the same thing I do.

      “Oh yeah?” Eric teased as he crawled up into Cole’s lap and straddled his hips. “And what would that be?” He wiggled his ass over Cole’s groin and shuffled around until Cole’s cock slid back and glided between his ass cheeks.

      Cole grunted and fought his body’s natural inclination to thrust. “You keep doing that and this will be over before we even get started.”

      Eric chuckled and wrapped his arms around Cole’s neck. He brushed his lips over Cole’s and kissed him.

      With Eric clinging to him, their bodies pressed close, Cole found himself unable to think. His body took over and demanded satisfaction. The insistent throb and ache in his balls swept away all his insecurities and allowed him to float on pure sensation. He was carried away by the power of Eric’s kiss, the tender hands petting his chest and sides, the small whimpers spilling from Eric as he rocked to and fro. Over it all, the heady scent of lust and testosterone rose in steady increments, skyrocketing right along with the desire to take that last final step and make love.

      Cole slid his hand between his and Eric’s bodies and took hold of Eric’s cock. He pumped up and down, thumbed the weeping tip. They were both ready and impatient for more.

      Blindly, with one hand stroking Eric’s cock, he reached over the arm of the love seat and into the drawer of the end table. He divided his attention between kissing Eric and searching for the bottle of lube he knew was somewhere in the drawer. After he fumbled through pamphlets, magazines and more odds and ends than he remembered being in there, his hand finally landed on the dented plastic bottle he sought.

      Eric chose that moment to back out of their kiss. He looked up with huge, slightly foggy blue eyes and noticed the bottle in Cole’s hand. “Thank God. We’ll need that. It’s been a while for me.”

      “Yeah, about that. Um, I haven’t exactly done this before. So you might need to guide me through things. I don’t want to screw up and do something that might hurt you by accident.”

      Eric smiled softly and cupped his cheek. “You won’t. I’ll walk you through all the steps later on. For now, hand me that lube and I’ll get myself ready for you. I’m too revved up to wait. I’ll lube up while you squeeze that huge cock of yours into a rubber.”

      Cole butted his head back into the cushion. “Shit, I don’t have any. I’m sorry, I didn’t plan this far ahead.”

      “Good thing one of us was more optimistic for tonight’s outcome. I have one in the pocket of my jeans. Hold onto my hips and I’ll get it. I don’t want to get up.”

      Cole was about to ask what he meant when Eric’s thighs tightened around the outside of his and he twisted backward. Cole’s hands flew down to Eric’s hips, holding on, while Eric reached over his head and grabbed his jeans up off the floor. The image of Eric splayed back, his body displayed like a wanton banquet, burned into Cole’s retinas.

      All too soon, Eric propelled himself upright and began to rifle through his pants pockets. He came up with a small, square foil packet and held it out to Cole with a triumphant smile. “Got it.”

      Cole accepted the condom and tore it open. He positioned it over the wide flare of his cock and only then noticed how bad his hands were trembling. Heat suffused his cheeks.

      Eric covered Cole’s hand with his own. “Here, let me.” Nimble fingers took up where Cole left off and quickly finished unrolling the condom down Cole’s hard shaft.

      Eric picked up the bottle of lube lying next to Cole’s thigh and squeezed out a giant dollop of slick liquid. He rested his head on Cole’s shoulder and reached around behind himself.

      Whatever he was doing caused Eric to stiffen up and moan. Cole could well imagine those slender fingers working lube into his hole but he had to see it for himself. He craned his neck and glanced down over Eric’s back. What he saw caused his cock to jerk, the already hard length stretching impossibly longer. He goggled at the sight of Eric preparing his own ass. Slim, graceful fingers, first one and then a second, plunged in and out of Eric’s ass. The tiny opening was flushed a dark, angry shade of pink as it was forced to stretch beyond its natural size to accommodate Eric’s manipulations.

      Eric eased his fingers out and grabbed for the lube. He spread more slick liquid over his crease and added a third finger. He shoved them deep and hissed, “Almost ready.”

      Cole had had enough of being a spectator. Watching was fun, but he wanted to touch and play too. He kept one hand on Eric’s back and with the other palmed Eric’s balls, rolling the heavy sac in his hand. The tips of his fingers reached back to rub over the sensitive skin behind, and he could feel Eric’s hand at work. A strong flame of lust incited him to grip Eric’s wrist. Together, they set the speed of Eric’s fingers until Cole was well past the point of turned on and couldn’t wait another minute to be inside Eric.

      His hold tightened around Eric’s wrist. “Enough. I can’t wait any more, Eric. I need you. Please.” Cole didn’t like the way his voice sounded, all pleading and desperate, but it was too late to call it back now.

      Eric sat up and braced one hand on Cole’s shoulders. He leaned in for a kiss, while his other hand traveled down to grip the base of Cole’s cock. Angling Cole’s penis into position, Eric began to lower himself down.

      Tight, hot heat kissed the tip of Cole’s dick. He felt snug pressure shoving down on him. He was just about to tell Eric to stop, that he feared Eric was too small to take him, when he felt the restricting ring of muscle give way. Eric’s body flowered open and the crown of Cole’s dick popped through. Cole gasped and Eric cried out as the snug ring of muscle snapped closed around the blunt head. Eric began to push down, taking more of Cole’s shaft inside him, one excruciating inch at a time.

      Cole gritted his teeth and held his body rigid, afraid that if he moved, he would force too much of himself inside Eric and hurt him. It took all his willpower to stay still. The muscles of Eric’s channel rippled and caressed every inch of cock fed into it. It felt like he was being devoured by the hottest mouth on earth.

      Finally, after what seemed like hours, but couldn’t have been more than a few minutes, Eric’s buttocks rested firmly on Cole’s thighs. He was in, buried all the way inside Eric’s body. Cole could hardly believe it.

      “Oh God, Cole. So good… You’re so deep inside me… You feel so damn good.”

      Beyond the point of being able to speak, Cole grunted and enfolded Eric into his arms. His hands immediately sought out the firm mounds of Eric’s ass and squeezed. He smashed his lips down over Eric’s and thrust his tongue into Eric’s mouth, swallowing down the smaller man’s moans as their tongues slip-slided against one another.

      Eric’s hips began to swivel, rocking slow, but moving all the same. Cole took that to mean he was free to move and pushed up with his hips. He thrust into Eric with small and concise movements. The wet drag and pressure of Eric’s channel pushing against him on the outstroke and then blossoming open to allow him right back inside on the upstroke was almost too much for him to take.

      Eric’s neck arched, pulling his mouth away from Cole’s. His head fell back and his eyes closed, a string of whimpers and obscenities falling from his mouth. “Fuck me, Cole. Harder. Please.”

      Hearing his lover’s strangled cries, Cole plunged upward. He put everything he had into each hard-driving thrust and hoped like hell it was enough to send Eric over the edge. The sound of ragged breathing and the soft thump of damp flesh thudding together filled the air. Cole was seconds away from coming. The telltale tingle of impending orgasm started in his balls and plumped his cock beyond endurance.

      Whimpering, Eric sped up the pace, riding Cole fast and hard. “Fuck, Cole, I’m gonna…” His ass clamped down on Cole’s dick, released, and clamped down again. Come spewed from his dick and splashed against Cole’s abdomen.

      It was too much for Cole. The tension building deep down in his balls reached a crescendo and exploded. The skin of his shaft tightened, almost to the point of pain, before his balls clenched and released, the first spurts of his climax jetting into the condom.

      “Eric…” He threw his head back and howled, no longer able to control himself as his climax ripped through his body and drained him.

      Eric fell forward, his weight a blessing against Cole’s damp chest. He pressed his lips to Cole’s cheek and snuggled closer. “I’m so glad I was on the beach this morning.”

      The wealth of meaning behind his words rang out loud and clear. It was too soon to make declarations of love, for either of them, but Eric’s words told him he was cared for all the same. “Me too. I didn’t even know what it was I wanted until I tripped right over it.”

      Eric laughed. “Well, thank God you’re a klutz.”

      Cole grinned and rubbed his cheek into the curve of Eric’s neck. “Yeah, thank Heaven for that.”

      Happenstance may have led him to Eric, but perseverance and time would cement the bonds between them. In Eric, Cole found all he’d been missing and more. He wasn’t sure where the road of life would lead, but he was confident that no matter what tribulations awaited them, they would face them together.
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      Finally, the day I’d been waiting for since I’d been a little kid.  The very first thing I’d ever wanted to be was a police officer, and somehow, against the odds, I’d actually managed to make that dream come true.  I stood in my tiny studio apartment and looked at myself in the long rectangular mirror that hung on the back of the bathroom door.  There I stood in my crisp navy blue uniform, and my brand new gold badge pinned to my chest.  It felt imaginary.  It felt anything but real.  I wouldn’t have been surprised if someone pinched me and I woke to find myself still lying in bed, dreams of being a cop quickly disappearing as my mind returned from the fog of sleep.  But it wasn’t a flittering dream, this was really happening and I couldn’t wipe the smile from my face no matter how hard I tried.

      Today was going to be my first day on the job as a true police officer.  I had finally passed all of my training and had been given my badge and a car.  My own car!  Life really was feeling like a fantasy and nothing was going to ruin it.  I was welcoming every awesome and exhilarating feeling that washed over me and as I grabbed my lunch and headed out the door I knew that nothing could go wrong.  I finally had everything I wanted and there wasn’t anything on this earth that could bring me down.  That was until I ran into him – Matt Williams.

      Matt, a kid I’d known in high school.  He was charming, clever, smart, and above all else, devastatingly good looking.  All of the girls loved him but he never paid them any attention.  When asked why he didn’t pick one for a girlfriend he would claim that he was busy focusing on other things.  What that other focus was, who knows.  School came easy for him so he wasn’t putting in much effort there.  He was a mystery to most, if not all of us, but there was also something endearing about him.  Something that drew you in and made you want to know more.  At least that was the Matt I had known back then.  The new Matt was something else – a real pain in the ass.

      I’d only been driving my new police cruiser and my route for a few hours.  It wasn’t my first call, thankfully those all ended up being simple.  Just an elderly woman that thought one of her neighbors was being a peeping Tom, and a store that had a broken window from a gunshot.  Like I said, fairly simple.  Matt was my third call and he was anything but easy to deal with.

      It was a local clothing store, nothing high end, just a general store that any regular family would shop at.  The clothes are fashionable but still affordable.  I have no idea why he decided to hit up this store or why it had to be in my jurisdiction but he did, and it was.  I received the call at 2:00 P.M. just as I was about to make another loop through town.  I turned on my lights and drove with the siren off.  Based off of the call it didn’t seem like any true emergency that needed the siren in addition to the lights.  I pulled up to the front of the store, parked in the lane at the curb and headed inside.

      There were three customer entrances to the store and it would figure that I hadn’t selected the correct one.  I had to stop at customer service and have them direct me to where the stores paid security was holding Matt.  Obviously I didn’t know the offender would turn out to be my old high school friend, but I recognized him the second I saw him.  I rounded the corner and there he was; the once attractive boy was now a devilishly handsome man.  So much so that just the sight of him had my breathe catching in my chest.  I stopped in my tracks and just looked at him for a solid five seconds before realizing I had to keep moving.

      I stepped forward to the store manager and the security guard and asked them to explain the problem.

      “What seems to be the problem here?” I asked using my best “officer” voice and the lines we learned in training.

      The manager was the one that spoke up.  He pushed his glasses further up his nose and in a high pitched face paced squeaky pitch he began to ramble, “This kid, this…this thief,” he said jutting his slim finger out towards Matt.  He waggled it in the air a bit for emphasis and put a sneer on his face.  “He thought he’d run out of here with some jeans.  But…but we could tell by looking at him that he was no good so we’d been watching him on the store cameras.  We just knew he was up to something and as soon as we saw him grab a pair of jeans and start heading towards the door, we caught the sneaky bastard.”  He grinned, pleased with his side of the story.  The self-righteousness and ego wafted off him in waves.  As if he’d actually done anything.  It was clearly the officer wannabee security guard that had done all of the work.

      “So you have the video of him attempting to steal the jeans?” I said jotting a few notes onto my notepad.

      “Yeah, we do, its upstairs,” the security guard said.  He was the typical overweight type, his faded navy blue uniform shirt tucked over his bulging belly and into his too-tight pants.  A slim mustache played across his upper lip and he was balding badly.  The kind of balding that leaves a small tuft in the very front of your forehead and then surrounds it by a moat of skin before beginning the hairline again.

      “Ok, you guys should hold onto that in case we end up needing it.  We’ll let you know.”  I reached forward and took Matt by the arm.  “If you cooperate I won’t cuff you.”  I said it as a pleasantry, I thought maybe he had recognized me as well and that he would go easy and I could save him some of the embarrassment.  No one likes being handcuffed in front of a bunch of strangers.  Having to get into the back of a police car is bad enough.  Everyone knows you’ve done something wrong and that you’re probably a drug addict or a loser, maybe both.  Probably both.  I wondered which Matt had become as I guided him through the store and out to the cruiser.

      At the doors I released his arm.  “Please stand with your back to the car,” I said as I looked him over.

      “Don’t pretend with me,” he said as he set his gaze on me.

      “Pretend?” I said my forehead furrowing in shock and confusion.

      “Yeah, pretend you’re some bad boy cop, like I don’t remember the underweight geeky kid from school.”

      “Ah.  I wondered if you’d recognized me.”

      “Of course I recognize you.  You look the same except for some added muscle and a new fancy uniform.”

      I couldn’t help but let out a light laugh.  “It is pretty new.  First day actually, hasn’t had a chance to get dirty yet.”

      “Guess it will now,” he said a split second before he dashed away from the car and went running down the sidewalk.

      “Motherfucker…,” I cursed under my breath as I took off after him.  He was a good fifteen feet ahead but I was taller and knew I could catch up to him fairly quickly.  Within a few steps I was already gaining and within a couple of blocks I’d caught him.  “Really?  You really had to do that?” I asked feeling my face flushing red as my body pinned his to the sidewalk.  “You couldn’t just take the easy route, you wouldn’t even have gotten much more than a slap on the wrist and now you’ve had to make it into this whole other thing.”  I fumbled with my left hand on my belt.  I didn’t want to but now he’d forced my hand and I was going to have to cuff him as soon as I managed to get them off of my belt.  It’s funny how I had trained this exact same maneuver countless times but now it seemed much harder.

      The fact was, some other things were getting harder as well.  I closed my eyes for a split second as I continued to fumble with the cuffs and I attempted to will my growing erection to die.

      “Hey now…Officer Stroker, seems like you’re having a bit of a reaction,” Matt said when he felt my hardness pressing against his backside.

      “It’s Officer Stoker,” I said my voice growing stern.

      “Uh huh.  Whatever you say, but you can’t deny what I’m clearly feeling right now pressing into my right ass cheek.”

      “You don’t feel anything,” I said finally getting the cuffs free.

      “Oh I feel it alright,” he said with a grin.

      I went up onto my knees and when I went to lean forward to cuff him, I could see it.  He was right.  I mean, I knew he was right, I could feel it, but there was something different about actually seeing it tenting out the front of my slacks.  Choosing to ignore it and not discuss it with him further I gripped his left wrist and then his right and pulled them both behind his back.

      “Ouch, take it easy,” he gripped as I locked the cuffs around his thin wrists.

      “You’re the one that chose to run.”

      “Well yeah, because I thought I would get away, not because I expected to end up face down on the pavement with a giant dick digging into my backside.”

      I sighed.  There was no point in denying it and there was nothing more to say about it.  It had happened, he had made me hard.  Now all I could do was pull him from the pavement and take him back to the car.  Hopefully the painful erection would die in the meantime.  It’s not like I wanted to be attracted to him.  I had spent my entire life denying that I was attracted to men and now my anatomy was betraying me.  It wasn’t a conscious effort, in fact it was quite the opposite, I’d been making a conscious effort to suppress the urges, to not notice attractive men.  But there was something about Matt, something I first noticed back in our high school days but had since forgotten.  He was dangerous and I knew I needed to be careful…if only my penis would agree.
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      I couldn’t believe he’d actually managed to catch me.  I’d been stealing shit for years and no one had ever been able to catch me before.  I laid there, prone on the ground, the cold cement chilling my skin through my shirt, the gritty texture biting into my cheek, but there was something else I felt.  Something hard and obvious.  This officer that I’d known back in high school had totally gotten a boner.  I could feel it clear as day jabbing me in the right ass cheek.  I’d had no clue Chris had been gay but now there was no denying it.  He was turned on and the only other person there was me.  The predicament gave me an idea but I knew I’d have to play my cards just right.

      He manhandled me up off of the pavement obviously trying to make a big show of it for the crowd that was gathering around us.  I’d made it a point to tease him about the predicament in his pants but I dropped it when the others started to arrive.  Embarrassing him wasn’t my goal, it wouldn’t suit my bigger plan to have him flushing red and looking like a newbie idiot cop.  No, I just needed him to know that I knew his secret and I could use that knowledge for my own personal interest.  If I was being completely truthful, his erection was also turning me on.  I wasn’t exactly openly gay either but I was way less in the closet than Officer “Stroker”.

      I waited until he’d gotten me back to the car.  He was feeling all tough and macho now but he had no idea what was coming.  He opened the door and pushed me into the backseat carefully making sure to put his palm down on the back of my head to help me duck through the door.  I scooted towards the middle once I was inside and sat awkwardly while I waited for him to get into the driver’s seat.  He clicked in his seatbelt and adjusted it across his chest.

      “I’m going to read you your rights now, if there’s anything you don’t understand, speak up,” he said as he began the litany.  I listened and waited until he reached the end.  “Do you understand your rights as they’ve been read to you?”

      “I understand I gave you a massive erection,” I said with a raise of my eyebrow.

      His face remained stony.  “Do you understand your rights?”

      “You know.  If you’d stop playing bad cop for a minute I think we could come to a deal that would suit us both,” I commented carefully, or not so carefully testing the waters.

      “You know you can’t bribe me,” he said his face softening a little.

      “It’s not exactly a bribe as we’d both be getting something we want.  By the looks of it, something you need.”  I had noticed his erection returning as I leaned forward against the metal barrier.  “Looks to me like you can’t keep that thing under control.”

      “Look, how about we stop talking about it,” he said as he slammed his palm down on his crotch and smoothed the intrusion down.  “Just answer the question.  Do you understand your rights?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I understand my rights, ok?  Listen, clearly you’re in the closet, and that’s fine, but I can help you with your little problem if you could let me off with a warning.”

      “I can’t do that and you know it.  I have to take you in.”

      “C’mon, clearly you’re attracted to me and I don’t think you’re bad either.  Why don’t you just take me to my place and we can solve both of our problems.”

      I watched as he hesitated.  I could tell that he knew he should say no, he should spur my advance and take me in, but he was confused by his own desires.  Glancing down at his pants leg I watched as his cock twitched at the thought.  He turned and looked at me for a long moment before responding.  “I can’t,” he offered quietly.

      “You can,” I said leaning closer against the barrier.  “Take me home and I’ll show you just how nice it can be.  Let out some of that tension, have a nice time, relax.”

      He bit his lip and closed his eyes.  I watched his chest rise and fall as he took in a few deep breathes.  I knew I had him, he was going to give in.  I was surprised when I realized how much the idea thrilled me.  I had said I didn’t think he was that bad looking either but the truth of it was, I thought he was hot as hell.  He may obviously be the same guy he’d been in high school but his body had changed a lot and that nerdy boy was now all man.  Tall, thin and chiseled…when I felt his erection against my backside I knew that I wanted him too.  I had already been thinking about his naked body against mine, his hands roaming my body, the feel of him inside of me.  I wanted him to say yes for more than just getting out of jail.  I longed for him in a way I hadn’t longed for anyone in years, maybe ever.  I waited patiently for the answer I knew was coming, the answer that would fulfill my desires and his.

      “I can’t right now.”

      “But you’re up for it?” I asked doing my best to contain my excitement.

      “Um…yeah…I think so,” he said running one of his large hands through his light blonde hair.

      “Ok.  How about, you take me to my place and drop me off.  You’ll see where I live and when your shift is over you can drop back by and we can take care of our business?”

      “Yeah, ok, that could work,” he said with a smile playing at the edges of his mouth.  Mr. in-the-closet was starting to get excited about the idea.  The thought of pleasing him thrilled me and I couldn’t wait to teach him a thing or two.

      “We’ve got a deal then,” I said smiling too.

      “You have to keep this a secret,” he said growing serious again.

      “Scouts honor,” I said leaning back in my seat.

      “I’m not joking.  If anyone ever finds out about this, I’ll lose my badge and I swear to god I will hunt you down.”

      “Calm down.  No one ever has to know.  It’s our little secret.”

      “I just needed to be clear.  This is definitely not an ok thing for me to be doing.”

      “Trust me.  This is going to be good for both of us and no one will ever find out.”

      Chris finally started the cruiser and began to drive.  He was slow and deliberate as he left the parking lot and then he followed my directions to my house.  It was a short five-minute trip and neither of us said a word but it was obvious what was on both of our minds.  He pulled to the curb where I indicated and then walked around to the side to help me out.

      “Hold on,” he said when I started to swing my legs out the door.  “Let me go ahead and take the cuffs off so this doesn’t look quite so conspicuous.”  Chris leaned into the car and worked his key in the cuffs.  Once free from my wrist he folded them up and looped them back onto his belt.  “Alright, come on,” he said as he gripped my arm and helped guide me from the car.  “I have to at least walk you up to the house so it looks like I’m actually here to do something.”

      “Ok,” I said as we walked together.  I pulled my keys from my pocket and then opened the door and stepped inside.  He stayed firmly at the entrance and didn’t step a single food in.

      “I shouldn’t do this you know.  I should have said no.”

      “But you didn’t,” I said as I leaned forward and planted a soft kiss on his lips.  He started to pull away and then leaned forward and kissed me back.  It was almost instinctual when his mouth opened to me.  Just as his tongue was about to join mine I pulled away.  “Hold your horses sexy.  We have to wait for later and getting us both worked up right now won’t do us any good.  Plus, you’re still standing right in my door and anyone looking will see what we’re up to.”

      “Oh shit,” he cursed as he nervously smoothed his hands down his chest.  “Yeah, ok.  I gotta get going.  Um…my shift should be over around six unless something crazy happens.  Shit…,” he cursed again, but this time it was different.  This was the realization of what was coming later, this crazy new world he’d never been a part of before.  Without asking I knew he was a virgin and his nerves had to be getting to him.

      “I’ll see you then,” I said as I backed away from the open door and pushed it closed.  The last thing I saw was a look of lust and worry.  His forehead furrowed but a smile played at the edges of his deliciously full lips.  I brushed my thumb over mine remembering the feel of them as they had pressed against my own.  I knew the night was going to be incredible and now all I had to do was wait for it.
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      I spent the rest of the day in my patrol car both wishing that the day would speed up and slow down.  Every time I thought about what was going to be happening later in the evening my heart would start to pound.  I could put my hand over my chest and I could physically feel it beating at a rushed pace that had a cold sweat breaking out across my skin.  Matt was astonishingly attractive and I wanted what was coming but I’d also never done that sort of thing before.  In a word, it was scary.  I’d never even told anyone I was gay but leave it to my body to betray me at the worst moment.

      I thought on it a moment, about the whole scene.  Maybe the worst moment could turn into the best.  What if everything could work out?  What if I could finally get passed my hang up and just accept that I was attracted to men, that I was heart achingly attracted to Matt.  I knew it was wrong.  What could be more off than a police officer falling for a criminal?  But something about it also felt right.  I felt as if everything today had happened for a reason, all just to lead up to this moment where I would get to be with a man I was truly drawn to.

      As I drove around and responded to various small incidents, I wondered what Matt was thinking.  Was this just like any other encounter for him or had he felt it too?  Did he feel the connection between us?  I laughed when I caught myself thinking about it.  It was as if I was some silly teenaged girl all thinking about our intense connection.  The few minutes we’d spent together had been anything but ideal and I shook my head to myself when I realized how stupid it was to think he’d felt anything at all.  I had been attempting to arrest him after all.

      I pulled to the side of the road and rested my forehead in my hands.  Of course he was just using me.  He just didn’t want to go to jail.  I guess in a way I was using him too.  I was curious and I did want to know what it was like to be touched by another man, and I was attracted to him.  When he made the offer I couldn’t help myself.  My entire body had responded to the invitation and now I’d broken the law and had cornered myself.  No matter what I thought about the legal implications I knew I would follow through now.  I could feel myself getting hard again just thinking about it.  I was too far gone to change my mind now no matter what it might mean to Matt.  To me it meant getting to experience a sensation I never had before – one I desperately needed.

      I glanced at the clock to see how much longer I had on my shift.  The clock blinked over to exactly 4:00 P.M. its bright green letters boring in my thoughts.  Two more hours until I was officially off, but anything could happen in that time.  As luck would have it, I received a call at 5:30.

      A short burst of static and then a disembodied voice filled my car.

      “There’s an ongoing 211 at 327 Hawthorne.  Beware, the suspect may be armed and dangerous.”

      “Great...,” I sighed as I picked up the receiver.  The address was on my route just a few blocks away.  “This is Officer Stoker responding, I’m on my way.”

      I turned on the lights and siren and glanced in the rearview mirror.  I was right in the middle of a lull of traffic between lights so I quickly pulled into the street and punched the gas.  I hoped this would all be a misunderstanding that could be handled quickly and easily and then I could get on with the rest of my plans for the evening.  Everyone knows though, the second you start wishing for something is the exact instant that everything starts to go wrong and all of your plans get thrown out the window.

      Pulling up to the address I was alerted to a much serious issue as gunshots rang through the air.  They weren’t aimed at me and by my estimation it seemed as if they had been shot as a warning, to whom I didn’t know.  That’s the thing with showing up to a call, you’re never given all of the information and its always a guess as to how serious it could be.  I could feel myself reacting to the sound of the shots ringing through the air and it was as if all of my training suddenly kicked in.  All other thought flew from my mind and I became all about the work and what was happening right then.

      I ducked back into the car and called for backup.  I briefly explained the little bit of information I had and said that I was going to try and get a better look.  I snuck up to the side of the house and glanced in through the corner of the window.  Thankfully the curtains had been pulled open just enough to leave a slit to peer through.  I was careful not to be seen and quickly assessed that there was a single man holding a hand gun and a woman cowering across the room with a small girl.  I would never understand how people could get innocent children involved.  That poor little girl will never forget that this happened to her – how frightening it was.  Chances are the asshole just gave her trust issues for life.

      I was relieved to see that he wasn’t actively pointing the gun at anyone and was instead waving it wildly at the ceiling.  I could hear him yelling but I couldn’t make out his words and I wondered if I should wait for the other officers to arrive or if I should confront the situation.  If I waited, he could turn more violent and he could hurt the hostages.  If I didn’t wait he could turn the gun on me.  In the end I decided the hostages were more important and I did my best to think back to my training on dealing with active shooter hostage situations.

      I kneeled beside the house and thought for a moment.  I decided the best plan was forward confrontation, a simple knock on the door, make my presence known, and get him to let me inside.  Gathering my nerve, I took a deep breath and snuck away from the window and then stood to walk to the front door.  I held up my fist, took another deep breath and then pounded loudly.

      “This is the police.  We’ve received a call.  I’m going to need you to open the door.”  I thought I sounded official and hoped it had the same effect on the man inside.  I didn’t want to scare him because I didn’t want him becoming any more unstable, but I wanted him to view me as a force and a presence, something that would need to be handled, hopefully in a calm manner.

      “I’m not coming to the fucking door,” I heard the man yell back.

      “Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to open the door or I will be forced to enter on my own.”  I listened to the eerie silence and waited for his response.  After a few seconds I could hear some whispering.  A small voice offering to go and open the door.  Not thirty seconds later I could hear the deadbolt turning and a fumbling with the knob.

      “Jesus Christ, hurry up and get the fuckin’ thing open already.  What the hell did you do to this girl?” the man chastised.  “Can’t even open the god damned door.”

      “It’s because you’re scaring her!” the woman screamed back.  “She knows how to open the door but it’s hard when you’re busy waving that gun around.  She’s frightened!”

      Seconds later the door opened a hair, just wide enough for me to catch a glimpse of a single terrified brown eye.

      “It’s ok sweetheart.  Go ahead and open the door the rest of the way so that I can see what’s going on,” I tried to coax.

      “Don’t you be tellin’ my daughter what to do you pig,” the man spit.

      The girl continued to look at me and then slowly pulled the door open another foot.  I shook my head and gave her the best half-smile that I could so that she would know that she had done the right thing.  I put my hand firmly on the door and pushed it the rest of the way open.  I now had a clear view of the man and the other woman, presumably his wife at the far end of the room.  I stepped inside and held my hands out as a gesture to show that I had no weapon drawn.  I turned to the man with the gun.  “Would you like to tell me what has you so upset sir?  Maybe we could even put the gun down on the floor so that everyone stays safe.”

      “I ain’t telling you shit.  This is my family and my business.  We don’t need you butting in here.  This is between my wife and I.”

      “I understand that sir, but I received a call and I heard shots fired.  It is now my duty to become involved to ensure everyone’s safety.  If you could put the gun down, we could discuss the situation rationally.”

      “And what happens when I put the gun down?” he said starring me down with an angry untrusting look on his face.

      “Then we discuss what is bothering you, but I can’t do that when you’re endangering everyone.”

      “Nah, I don’t think so.  I think, I put the gun down and you bum rush me and then I end up face down on the floor.”

      “I promise that will not happen.  I have no weapon in my hand and I want to handle this as peacefully and as calmly as possible,” I answered taking another step towards the middle of the room so that I could place myself between the man and the woman.

      “You promise?” he asked.

      “You’ve got my word,” I answered with a nod of my head.

      The man looked at me for a long moment and then bent to place the gun on the ground.

      “Thank you.  Could you tell me your name?”

      “Uh…yeah…Tom.”

      “Ok, good.  Care to tell me what’s wrong Tom?”

      “This no good fuckin’ whore slept with my best friend.”

      “Alright.  I understand why that would make you upset,” I said turning towards the woman.  “Is what he says true?” I asked not quite sure if it was the right tactic.

      “Just once and I was drunk as shit.  He came on to me.  It didn’t mean nothin’,” she said stretching her arm out towards her husband.

      “Don’t mean nothin’?” he shot back.  “He’s my best friend!”

      “I was drunk!”

      “No, you’re just a god damned whore!” he spit back.

      “Ok, ok…let’s keep it calm.  Is there something we could do right now to help this situation?”  I asked.

      “Not unless you can make her less of a slut.”

      “I already told him.  It didn’t mean anything, there’s nothing else to say,” she answered folding her arms over her chest.  The little girl stood beside her mother silently.

      “It seems to me that neither of you are prepared to deal with this right this moment.  Tom, I’m going to have to take you in since you had the gun and we were called in because of gun shots.  I think having the time apart will be good for you.  I’m going to step closer to you now so that I can put on some handcuffs.  Do you understand?” I asked slowly stepping towards him.

      “Yeah, whatever, fucking bitch!” he spat.

      Once I was close enough I kicked the gun away and pulled Tom’s arms behind his body.  I cuffed him quickly and then began to lead him out to the car.  At the doorway I turned back to the woman and the scared little girl.  “Some other officers will be showing up any minute.  They’ll take your names and your statements.”

      Tom fought and argued far less than I expected and I had little difficulty in securing him in the back of the car.  I stood outside the cruiser and waited for the other officers to arrive and then I briefed them quickly on what had taken place and watched until they disappeared into the house.  Once I was certain that the rest of the investigation would be taken care of I jumped into the front seat and glanced at the clock – already half an hour late.

      It took another thirty minutes to get Tom booked in and where he needed to be.  I considered driving to my apartment quickly to change my clothes and then I remembered that I always keep a spare set of gym clothes in my locker.  The precinct supplies a free gym to the officers so that we can use it and stay in shape as we see fit.  I always figured I should take advantage of such a privilege and tried to make it down to the gym at least three times a week, if not more.  I looked down at my officer’s uniform and I knew I couldn’t wear it over to Matts house.  I was trying to be unnoticed and there are very few things that draw more attention than a police uniform.

      I headed to the locker room and stopped before my locker.  I took a deep breath; my nerves were starting to set in again.  A low tinge of anxiety rippled over my skin and I had to fight the urge not to break out in a cold sweat.  I knew I could back out.  I could just grab my things and go home and forget all about the deal we’d made.  He’d still get what he really wanted, a get out of jail free card, and I could hold onto my dignity and lose the anxiety.  But there were other things I wanted to lose as well.  I’d had one fumbling attempt with a girl when I was younger but it went poorly when I couldn’t get it up.  Boobs and the female body just didn’t do it for me and no matter how hard I tried to will myself to get hard for her, I simply couldn’t.  Now though, thinking about Matt, I was already growing inside of my trousers and I knew I wouldn’t have any trouble with him.  That was it, my mind was set, some instincts are stronger than anxiety and I needed to be with Matt, needed him to show me the world in a way I’d only ever imagined and fantasized about.

      I changed quickly and hung my uniform on the hanger in the locker.  I smoothed the fabric carefully to keep it from creasing and then closed the door with a loud clang.  I pushed the lock through the hold and squeezed it shut.  This was it, I was going to go through with it.

      It was a full hour and a half past our planned meeting time when I finally pulled up outside of his place.  Pulling to the curb felt like the last real nail in the coffin, this was happening.  I shut off the car and looked down at my shaking hands.  Maybe I was too late.  Maybe he’d have changed his mind by now and decided I wasn’t coming.  There was also the possibility he never actually intended to follow through and just wanted to get out of everything.  I pushed the “what ifs” from my mind and opened the door.  I stepped out and walked slowly up the sidewalk until I was standing before his front door, my entire body shaking with worry and anticipation.  I must have stood there for an entire minute with my eyes closed attempting to compose myself before finally summoning the nerve to knock on his door.

      It was a quite knock.  The kind of knock you would make when you want to say you did it but aren’t sure you actually want the inhabitants to answer.  A sort of “whelp I tried, so much for that” before turning away to go about the rest of your day.

      Somehow he’d heard the barely-there knock and when Matt pulled open the door I felt my heart stop in my chest.  If I hadn’t been so worried about looking like an idiot, I may have gasped for breath.  He was even better looking than I’d remembered.  Despite having seen him just hours before, there was something different about him.  Something better than I’d allowed myself to recollect.  Quite simply, he was the most devastatingly handsome man I’d ever seen.  Instinctively I lowered my hands in front of my crotch in an attempt to hide my instant arousal.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” I sputtered when I realized I didn’t know what else to say.

      “It’s fine.  It’s not like I have any other hot plans for tonight,” Matt teased as he reached forward, gripped the front of my t-shirt and pulled me inside.  It was a swift movement that caught me off guard and had me flailing to catch my balance.  As if on cue his arm fell around me and he caught me and steadied me as his body moved closer to mine.  He used his hip against mine to help secure me.  Moments later he lifted his head and gazed into my eyes.  I gulped and wondered if he could see how nervous I was.  It felt as if he could see straight through me, as if he could suddenly know all of my secrets with a single glance.

      He smiled a smile that lit up his entire face and then he leaned forward and pressed his beautiful lips to mine.  I couldn’t believe how easily he’d made the move – no nervousness, no hesitation.  He pressed harder and I kissed him back as his hand snaked around the back of my neck and held my mouth to his.  I couldn’t pull away, I couldn’t move, all I could do was kiss him back.  Slowly his lips parted mine and his tongue entered my mouth in search of my own.  I couldn’t stop myself as a groan escaped my throat and our kiss grew hungrier.

      When our kiss briefly ended, and before I knew what I was saying, a whisper, hardly louder than silence escaped me, “I want you,” I breathed.

      “Good,” he said as he gripped my ass and let his hands roam.  They traipsed carefully around the waistband of my pants until they were seated firmly on the button and then the zipper.  He worked them expertly and within seconds my pants were on the floor around my ankles.

      “Wait,” I began to say but he held a single finger to his lips and said, “Shh…,” as he pushed down my boxer briefs.  I quickly looked up to the ceiling to hide my quickly flushing face and the embarrassment over my already rock hard cock.

      He didn’t say a word but instead went down onto his knees before me and ran his tongue up the inside of my thigh.  My entire body twitch and I groaned again.  If he kept this up I would cum before he’d even touched me.  He kissed and bit my thighs until I could hardly stand it and then he ran his tongue all the way down the length of my shaft and took me deep into his mouth.  He wrapped his arms around my thighs and held me tight while he went to work.  Just like that, no other words, nothing else was said and he was down on his knees and sucking my cock.

      I’d never had anyone do that before and I felt like I might faint from the inexplicable pleasure of his tight lips, the silken texture of his mouth, and the tantalizing teasing that he was doing with his tongue.  It all felt like too much and I had to close my eyes and fight the urge to pass out, or worse, cum too quickly.  I wanted this to last.  I wanted to feel him devouring me for hours.  I knew that was unrealistic but right then, that’s exactly what I wanted.

      Without warning he pulled my cock from his mouth and stood.  He gripped my hand and said, “Come on,” as he led me towards a back room.  I followed him slowly and wondered where he was taking me.  My inexperience made me wary that it was the bedroom but my excitement had me following anyway.  We stepped into what was clearly the room I’d been worried about, but a few feet inside of the door and he made me stop with a single movement of his hand against my chest.  He reached down for the hem of my shirt and pulled it off over my head.  I remained completely silent and watched him as he removed his own clothes.  I’d never been in the same room as another naked man before and seeing his erection jutting out before him had a rosy-red rushing to my cheeks.  Yet, despite the flush I couldn’t stop staring.  He looked magnificent.  I would compare him to the incredible marble sculpture of David, but to me he looked even better.

      He turned around and stepped backwards until his ass was fitted perfectly against my groin, my erection jutting forward to fall between his supple cheeks.  He wiggled his ass teasingly and then slid his fingers between mine and led me to the bed.  I’d have spoken, I’d have said anything if the words would have come to my mind, but all I can remember is being completely dumbstruck.  All coherent thought had fluttered away and I couldn’t form a single complete sentence while he was there in the room with me.
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      I didn’t want to like him as much as I did.  I wanted to get out of going to jail, I wanted to have a good time.  But there was something else, something that drew me to him like I’d never been to another man before.  I mean sure, I’d been with other men but this was incredible.  There was a tingling sensation that fluttered through every one of my senses when I was near him, and when I had him in my mouth it was like being on my knees to praise God.  I wanted to please him.  I wanted to taste him.  I wanted him to love it all.

      Seeing his body tense beneath my touch, his stomach contracting, and his thighs twitching, it felt like I held the power of the world in my mouth and I couldn’t get enough.  I forced myself to stop and stand just long enough to lead him into the bedroom.  I could have taken him right there in the middle of my living room, right in front of the open windows, but he deserved better than that.  I wanted to worship his body properly.  I wanted to show him just how thankful I was to be able to be one of the few to touch him – the first to touch him.

      I couldn’t help myself when I removed my clothes and pressed my backside to his hardness.  I wasn’t going to take him right then but I still needed to feel him.  His cock pressing against my ass had my own dick throbbing and I couldn’t wait any longer to lay him down on the unmade bed.  I took his hand in mine and pulled him gently.  I could see the look of worry and anxiousness on his face but I knew as soon as we were laying together again that it would all pass in an instant.  Clearly he was also excited and his nervousness was fueling me desire and I knew I had to have him.

      I laid him down on the bed and crawled over top of him.  I kissed down his muscular chest and across his hip bones.  My chin grazed his bobbing cock and I watched his breathing increase as I moved closer and closer to it.

      “You know you don’t have to,” he said weakly.

      “What?” I said stopping my kisses.

      “All of this.  I know you were just doing this to get out of jail.  So you don’t have to act like its anything more than what it is.”

      I could hear the hurt in his voice.  I could tell that he didn’t want to say the words he’d just uttered, that he wanted it to be more, to mean more.  I moved up beside him and laid on my side, my head propped up by my arm.  I traced my finger over his chest, across the light spattering of chest hair that sprinkled the middle with soft curls.  “That is all this was supposed to be, but that isn’t what it is,” I said continuing to trace the curves of his body.  “I know I gave you a bunch of shit earlier, but the fact is, I felt something between us.  I don’t know what to call it and I don’t know what it means, but it does change what is happening here.  I’m touching you because I want to touch you, not because of some deal we made.  Granted, that was a bonus, but I want to be with you.  I want to feel your body.  I want to kiss you.  Otherwise we’d be done here already and I don’t want you to leave.”

      I listened to my words as they fell from my lips.  I knew I should have thought before I said them but I couldn’t stop myself.  My feelings flowed from me like a leaky faucet that I couldn’t seem to stop.  They kept dripping, word after word until I felt myself pooling into a puddle at his feet desperately waiting for him to take a sip of me, to tell me he felt the same.

      I waited for what felt like minutes.  He laid there completely silent while I continued to look at him.  “Please say something,” I finally managed.  It felt strange to be this criminal, this bad boy, now laid out before him, begging him to accept me, to tell me he felt the same.  I wasn’t used to this role at all.

      Finally, he rolled over onto his side to face me.  “I felt it too.  I feel it…but…but I don’t know what to do.  No one knows I’m gay.  I’ve hardly admitted it to myself.  I don’t know what we’re supposed to do now.  I’ve never done this sort of thing.  Ever.  I want to, god I want to, but I’m terrified about what would happen if anyone found out.  I’m an officer, police officers aren’t gay.”

      “But they are,” I said reaching my hand forward to caress the stubble on his cheek.  “Hell, even the village people had a police officer.”

      He laughed a little at my joke but I could see the worry deep behind his eyes.

      I began again.  “Listen, gay doesn’t choose a profession.  There are men that prefer men everywhere, you just haven’t noticed.  You’re a person, just like anyone, you just happen to like being with a man instead of a woman.  Don’t be ashamed.  Don’t let society teach you to feel badly about yourself.  You’re here now, with me.  I want you, you want me.  Things will work out.  You have nothing to fear,” I said as I leaned forward to kiss his nose.  “Be here with me now,” I whispered against his lips.

      “Ok,” he whispered as he kissed me back.

      I pushed him back onto his back and began my lazy tongue-slicked stroll back down his body.  He groaned and placed his hand on the back of my head, his fingers twining through my hair.  I bit the inside of his thighs and then worked my way back to his center.  I licked his entire length a couple of times and then kissed his shaft hungrily until he was squirming beneath my touch.

      “Oh god,” he groaned as he bucked his hips involuntarily.

      I took him in my mouth and sucked him as far back as I could.  My right hand wrapped around his and together with my tongue and my mouth they moved in a single movement to work his entire length.  It didn’t take long, less than a minute before he was telling me he was going to cum.

      “Wait, stop!” he begged.  “I don’t want to cum already.”

      But I didn’t listen and I continued to suck him until he was moaning loudly and filling my mouth with everything he had to give.

      “Oh god,” he cried out as he let lose another stream.  His hands gripped the sheets tightly and I could feel his cock pulsing in my mouth.  I swallowed everything I could and then sat up with a smile.  “Holy shit,” he breathed as he worked to catch his breath.

      “I’m glad you liked it,” I said with a smile.

      “That doesn’t even begin to cover what I thought of it.”

      “Good,” I replied as I slid my body down beside his.

      “I’m sorry,” he said as he ventured to touch my hand as it splayed across his torso.  He intertwined his fingers with mine and squeezed.  It was a soothing and reassuring gesture.  It felt like a closeness I’d never experienced before.  It was calm, and safe, and peaceful.  It felt good.

      “Why are you sorry?” I asked.

      “I didn’t, I thought…I thought I would last longer.”

      “We have plenty of time,” I said as I snuggled up against his body, my head falling to his chest.  He used his free hand to stroke my back.  An intensely loving gesture I squeezed him as tightly as I could, his hand still holding mine, and I felt myself completely satisfied.  Even without my own sexual release, I felt…happy.

      “What are we going to do?” he asked his fingers gliding once more down my back, his fingertips barely touching my skin.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I’m a cop, you’re a criminal.  This can’t possibly work.”

      “You know, not everyone knows I’m a thief.  It’s only a problem when I get caught.”

      “Which you did, today, by me.”

      “And look how great that turned out,” I teased.

      “I’m being serious,” he said growing stern.

      “Look, we can’t dictate the future.  We don’t know what will come.  All I know is that I like you and that I’ve never felt this way with anyone else.  We can choose to be afraid and end it now or we can be brave and just let life lead us where it may,” I said as I lightly kissed his chest.  “Don’t be so afraid,” I continued as I laid my head back down.

      “I can’t help it,” he said.  I could feel hear his heart pounding.

      “It’s ok, I don’t mind being your sexy secret.”

      We spent the next two hours in bed kissing and enjoying each other’s company.  Discussing the past was a heavy topic and we wondered what had become of all of our old friends.  But mostly we just caressed and gently touched one another.  Not the hungry desperate touches of a man wanting to get to the main attraction.  While the thought was exciting and thrilling, I mostly just wanted to learn every inch of his body and I chose to do so with my fingertips and my mouth.  These touches didn’t lead to anything else sexual but instead forged a bond that I could never wish to explain in words.  I felt closer to him in those moments than I ever felt with anyone else.  I could feel myself changing and growing.  I could feel myself desiring to be someone different just for him so that we could have a real chance of working out.  I don’t know if he saw it, I think he mustn’t have because when he left, he left for what felt like for good.

      I could see the look on his face when he exited my place.  He had a new sadness about him.  Not just the sadness of a lover desperately wanting to stay but having to go, there was a darkness that ran deeper than that and I felt my own heart sink when he turned and walked away.  We’d exchanged number and kisses but deep down I wondered if I would ever see him again.  When I kissed him the last time I begged him to stay, but I knew that he wouldn’t, and he knew that he couldn’t.  Our lips parted and it felt like we’d suddenly opened up a chasm the size of the Grand Canyon and I wondered how we were ever going to jump it.  The further he walked the wider the gap became until it appeared insurmountable.

      “I’ll miss you,” I whispered to the empty night and with tears in my eyes I closed my front door.
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      I hadn’t expected to have the connection with Matt that I’d had.  Sure, going in I knew that I was attracted to him and that I felt something beyond just a physical compulsion to be with him, but I wasn’t prepared for the way we clicked.  I thought I would show up at his place, that we’d have a nice time, we’d both get off, and he’d teach me a thing or two and that would be it.  I didn’t expect to miss him.  I didn’t expect to want to continue seeing him.

      I left his place that night feeling enamored, lost, confused, and absolutely terrified by all of these feelings.  Each step I took had me moving farther away from him and all I wanted to do was run right back into his arms.  To fling his door back open and crawl back into his warm and comfortable bed.  I fought every single one of my urges and it hurt.  It was one of the most painful things I’d ever done just walking away from him.  My heart ached, my muscles felt like jelly, my eyes stung.  I couldn’t bear to look back at him so I kept my back turned and I kept walking until I was standing at the door of my car wondering what the fuck I was doing to myself.  How had I let this happen?

      Everything about the situation was complex.  I wanted to be with him, but I’m a cop, and he was a criminal I had needed to arrest earlier in the day.  He was an old friend, now a lover, but everything was wrong except the way that we felt about one another, that was the only thing that felt right.  But how was I ever going to reconcile who he was with my own life’s work and ambition?  I’d fought for years to get to where I finally was and now this wrench was being thrown in the mix and it could take everything away from me.  Then there was Matt, the real Matt, the Matt I had lain with.  The Matt that had stolen my heart in an instant when I wasn’t looking.

      In my car, driving back to my own apartment I remember thinking back on his body.  When he was clothed I had imagined that he was perfect.  That beneath his shirt and his heavy Dickies work pants that he was toned and the perfect image of a man, but the more we’d lain together the more I realized my original assessment wasn’t correct and that I liked him even more for it.  He had scars, and imperfections, a slight stomach where his groin met his hip, not much but enough that he wasn’t the man with the perfect six pack.  There was a slight bulge at his hip where I knew he’d one day have a love handle.  There was only a small sprinkling of chest hair in the very center of his chest and I’d always imagined I would prefer a man with more, but I liked the way my fingers could count the individual hairs in the span of a few seconds.  His eyes were beautiful.  I couldn’t decide if they were blue or green, they seemed to morph between the shades and appeared mostly jade and they entranced me whenever I looked too long.  His imperfections made him perfect to me, and they made me feel more comfortable with my own imperfect body.  I looked at him and I felt as if I was meant to be there, but in the darkness, in my car, my doubts sank back in.

      I wanted nothing more than to be with him, to throw all caution to the wind and lie with him in that bed forever, but that isn’t reality.  Reality is harsh and horrible and we don’t always get the things we want.  People have to make decisions; we have to make the reasonable choice.  I had worked long and hard to become and officer and despite my feelings for Matt, I couldn’t put that on the line.  I couldn’t risk my job simply because my heart was torn.  I knew within minutes of driving away that I couldn’t see him again and I cried.  I balled like a baby.  It hurt so much I thought I might have to pull over and hold my stomach as the tears cascaded down my face.  I couldn’t tell him.  I couldn’t bear the thought of telling him so I took the torn piece of paper with his phone number on it and stuck it up in my visor where I was certain to forget about it forever.  I should have thrown it away but that felt too permanent so instead I hid it from myself and over the next few weeks I continued my regular life.

      The beginning of each day felt like stabbing myself, but as I arose from bed, put on my uniform and became busy with the rest of the day, life started to feel normal.  I would miss him less when I was busy.  If I could stay focused on my work then I could almost pretend he didn’t exist, that he wasn’t occupying a corner of all of my thought, that I wasn’t aware that he was out there and I could see him if only I’d been a stronger, braver man.

      Work went well.  My superiors were pleased with my learning and progression.  They often commented that I caught on quickly which made me feel proud.  I longed to share this sense of accomplishment with someone but there was no one but me each night when I went home.  I’d sit on my couch, turn on the TV, and have a beer – alone.  It may seem common sense, but being alone was lonely.  Loneliest when you were acutely aware that you could be with someone else and you’re actively choosing not to be.  Every evening I would hope that the next day would get easier, and then the next until Matt was nothing but a smudge in the distance, one I’d have to squint hard at to recognize.  I wondered how long that could take.  Could a single night take a year, years even?

      I was doing ok, moving along, coping the best that I could until I ran into him at the grocery store.  It felt strange to catch him somewhere ordinary.  In my mind I had him painted as this criminal of the underworld.  I envisioned him skulking around in the shadows in all black or dark gray, a hood pulled up over his head as he skittered from one darkened corner to the next.  Maybe slightly ninja like.  Then there he was, a small red handbasket in his hand.  I glanced at the basked and noticed a single steak, a corn, a couple of potatoes, and an imported beer.  The meal of a single man.

      I thought about rushing away and hiding, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it and I knew he’d already seen me.  The second he spotted me, his face rose and his eyes fell on mine, it was as if an electrical jolt shot through every vein in my body.  I felt frozen in place and terrified and elated all at once.  Will he hate me now? my mind fretted.

      I only had to worry for a split-second because he immediately started walking towards me, his arm outstretched.  When he was about two feet away he suddenly noticed his gesture and dropped his arm, a hurt look on his face.

      “Hi,” I said knowing the words were inadequate but not knowing what else to say.

      “Hi,” he answered back, the sadness still emblazoned across his face.

      Neither of us said anything for a moment and then he continued.

      “I want you to know I got a job.  A real job.  I thought you would call me sometime and I knew I wanted to be a better man for you.  I knew I couldn’t continue on the way I had been, so, yeah, I got a job.”

      “That’s fantastic!” I replied trying to contain my enthusiasm.  Could this solve all of our problems?

      “It’s not a good one,” he said looking embarrassed.  “Having never held a real job before I could only get low wage menial stuff, but I figure it’s a start.”

      “It’s wonderful,” I said reaching out with my own hand to touch his arm gently.  I wanted to hug him, to embrace him and never let him go but he seemed wary of me now.  I think we could both tell that the pull between us was still there, but I’d ruined it by staying distant, by never calling.  “I’m sorry,” I managed.

      “It’s ok,” he said.  “Not like we both expected anything of it anyway.  Just a deal after all, right?”

      “No…,” I said feeling my own sadness growing.  “It was more than that and we both know it.”

      “Maybe you know it.  I’m the one that never got another call.  Its ok, I understand.  We are…were from different worlds.  I tried to fix that but it was too late.  Hey, look, I gotta get going.  It was nice seeing you again,” he said in a rush just before turning away.

      “Wait.  Don’t go yet,” I said grabbing hold of his elbow.

      “I have to.”  He jerked his elbow away and walked to the checkout stands.  Just like that I knew I had been stupid.  I should have fought harder for what we’d felt and instead I let it drift away like seafoam from the beach.
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      I don’t know what I thought was going to happen.  I guess I thought he would call me.  I expected to hear from Chris right away.  Deep down I knew he had felt everything I had felt but with each new day that passed I began to think maybe I had imagined it all.  In my fear and my worry, I realized how tough things would be for us if he did call and I kept my lifestyle.  How could I ever expect a cop to be with a petty thief?  It would be like trying to mix oil and water.  I knew the problem was me.  Being a cop is a respectable position, being a crook, not so much.

      In my hopes that he would call me, I started to search for a job.  I wanted a position I could be proud of, a good job, but my experience was extremely limited and in a skill set that few employers would deem valuable.  In fact, if they knew how I’d been living it would be a flat no, I’d never get hired anywhere.

      I did what I could to create a solid looking resume and I handed it out everywhere but the only calls I received were for low paying entry level positions.  It became clear quite quickly that I was going to have to start from the bottom.  I felt ashamed to take the job at a local car wash, busting my ass washing people’s dirty cars all day, but I knew if I wanted Chris that I would have to work through my frustration until I managed to find a better work environment.  Either way, I thought he would be proud of the change and that made me feel good – until he never called.

      I thought I was just going to run to the grocery store for dinner.  It had never occurred to me that I might run into Chris somewhere.  In my mind it was as if we might as well have been living on different planets.  Mine was set in the wrong side of town, living on the bad side of the railroad tracks.  I imagined him living in the nicer area where you didn’t have to worry about your car getting broken into every night.  I pictured him in a bed made up of white linens and bright sunshine.  My life felt damp and broken compared to the pristine world I imagined him in.  I never thought we’d go to the same grocery store.

      I held my handbasket tight to keep from shaking when I noticed him.  I tried to remain calm and collected, I didn’t want him to see how he was affecting me.  He had blown me off and he didn’t deserve to see my nerves now. I wanted to walk away.  I wanted to be strong and pretend I hadn’t even seen him, but I couldn’t do it.  The moment I saw him my heart thawed and all I could think about was how much I’d missed him.

      I wanted to say so much to him but I couldn’t open myself up.  It all still hurt too much.  He was nice enough and I could tell it hadn’t been easy for him either, but he was the one that had made the decision to keep us apart and he’d never said a word to me about it so anything he suffered was his own doing and I refused to let that get to me.  I wouldn’t let him make me weak.  I said a few things to him and then excused myself.

      Seeing him had simultaneously made and ruined the rest of my week.  I couldn’t focus, work was a slog, I’d lost all sense of hunger.  Everything in my life felt dull and pointless and just doing the bare minimum was difficult.  I missed him.  Achingly so, and I wasn’t prepared when he showed up at my door a week and a half later.

      It was about 9:00 at night and I was sitting in front of the television with a bit of cheap take out.  I wasn’t expecting a knock at the door and I almost dropped the plate in my hands when the banging shocked me.  I set the plate down and walked to the door.  I’d have glanced through the peephole if my door had one.  I was forced to open the door blind and I physically stumbled backwards when I saw who was standing there.  Chris in his perfect uniform looking like his mother had died.

      Catching myself I managed to form the words, “Are you ok?” as I reached my hand out to him and took him by the elbow.  He didn’t say a word as he stepped into my apartment and allowed me to guide him to the couch.  I watched him for several minutes while he sat there looking dumbfounded.  I stroked his hand and did my best to console him.

      Eventually he spoke, “I’m sorry, I didn’t have anywhere else to go, and you were the only person I found myself wanting to speak to.”

      “It’s ok,” I said as I rubbed his back.  “Do you want to tell me what’s wrong?”

      “Work.  They’ve…I don’t even know how, but somehow, someone found out I’m gay, and now everyone is giving me shit and I don’t know what to do about it because they’re not even wrong.  I knew it.  I knew I would never be accepted if they found out.”

      “Alright, well…finding out isn’t the end of the world.  I think what is causing the problem is your reaction.  I have known plenty of gay police officers, and firemen, and pretty much any other profession you can think of.  You’re not the first, you’re not going to be the last.  Remember during your training?  It’s like a giant frat.  Those guys like to pick on the ones that react.  If you just own up to it and act like you’re out and proud, then they’ll stop.  They’re giving you shit because they can tell it’s getting under your skin.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” he said noncommittally.

      “Think about the people you’ve teased in your life.  Is it any fun if they don’t react?”

      “Actually, no.  The fun is getting to continue teasing them because it’s obvious its bugging them.”

      “Exactly.  So don’t let it bother you.  Be gay, be proud.  That’s who you are.  You don’t need to hide it any longer.”

      “What if it gets worse?” he said turning his eyes to me.  I could see the worry within.  It was as if I were looking directly into his soul.  I raised my hand to his cheek and brushed it along his short stubble.

      “Then you deal with that when or if it ever comes.  Harassment is something most workplaces will put up with.  I’m sure there are measures that can be taken if you ever need to, but my bet is that you won’t.”

      “Hopefully,” he said placing his hand over mine.  I watched as his eyes closed and he held my fingers in his grip.  “God I’ve missed you,” he breathed.

      “I’ve missed you too,” I said as I leaned forward and pressed my lips lightly to his.  I knew I shouldn’t but I couldn’t stop myself.  “I have an idea,” I said when our lips parted again.  “Let me take you somewhere.”

      “I can’t, not in my uniform,” he said suddenly tensing.

      “I know somewhere that your uniform will be perfect.  Everyone will just think it’s your shtick.”

      “I dunno…,” he said hesitantly.

      “Trust me,” I said as I pulled him from the couch and grabbed my keys.  “Don’t you trust me?”

      “Yes, I do,” he said getting a sheepish grin.

      “Then let’s go.”

      I pulled him by his hand and drug him out to my old beat up car.  It was dented and rusty but it ran and that’s what mattered to me.

      “Will you at least tell me where we’re going?” he asked as he pulled open the door and swung into the passenger seat.

      “If I tell you it will ruin the surprise and I think you’ll chicken out.”

      “So I don’t even get a hint?”

      “I’ll tell you this.  If you can relax and just go with it, you’ll have an amazing time and it will be good for you.”

      “Uh oh, now I really do feel like I should be worried,” he said as I pulled the car out of the driveway and headed down the street.  I drove with my left hand and he held my right.  It felt perfect, like we’d always been that way, as if the last few weeks had never happened.  All the disappointment and hurt vanished when my hand was held tightly in his.

      It took about ten minutes to drive to the club.  It was a small place but it was always packed and they played good music.  It was a nice environment for your first gay outing and I knew he would love it if he’d stop worrying about how everything looked.

      “We are not going in there,” Chris said as he looked out the window towards the neon glow of the clubs sign.

      “That’s exactly where we’re going,” I answered excitedly as I hopped out of the car.  I ran around to his side and pulled open the door.

      “I don’t know…,” he said beginning to protest.

      “Relax.  Go with it.  Stop standing in your own way.”

      He closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath.  He exhaled and looked at the club again.  “Ok, let’s go before I change my mind.”

      “Yes!” I exclaimed as I took his hand in mine again and together we walked to the doors.

      We waited our turn in line, there were only three groups ahead of us so we were at the bouncer in no time.

      “Nice outfit,” he said to Chris when he noticed his uniform.

      Chris stuttered a moment and then managed a polite “Thank you.”

      “Go on in,” the muscular guard said as he used his arm to indicate that we could step through the doors.

      We stepped forward and pushed the right side open for Chris.  As soon as it was open we could hear a heavy bass beat and laughter.  A smile spread across his face and I knew I’d done the right thing.

      “Come on, time for a drink,” I said as I lead us to the bar.

      “This is amazing!” Chris said taking in the room.  His eyes were wide with wonder and I couldn’t help but smile too when I saw how thrilled he was.

      We sat at a table in the corner and watched the other friends and couples dancing.  All of them were happy and comfortable – and out.  I sneakily watched Chris as he took it all in.  I thought I could see a hint of his own acceptance sinking in.

      “Can we dance?” he asked out of nowhere.  I was so shocked I almost spit my drink across the table.

      “Hell yes we can!” I said jumping up from my seat.  “Time to get down baby.”

      We walked out to the middle of the dance floor and while we may have started clumsily, it only took a few minutes before we’d found our rhythm and were bumping and grinding with the best of them.  He laughed and held my hips as he moved his own in time with mine.  It felt magical.

      As we danced we grew close again, he would spin me and kiss me as his arms fell across my shoulders and we moved in perfect sync as his body fit against and into mine.  I could feel his excitement and after all of our fun I couldn’t wait for us to head back to my place.  Something had changed in him, he was a new man.  He no longer seemed frightened, and some of that may have been the alcohol, but I could see it in him.  He knew it was ok to be himself – his true self.

      We giggled and laughed the entire drive back, but as soon as we were through my front door, we entered a whole new realm of excitement.  While he’d been the shy, apprehensive man when we’d been together before, now he was assertive and slightly dominant in his embrace and his touch.

      He ripped my shirt off over my head and kept me facing him as he backed me into the bedroom.  The sight of him being so dominant in his fitted blue uniform had me hard as a rock and I was ready and willing to take whatever he wanted to give.  It surprised me when he was the one that went down on his knees this time.

      Reaching forward he gripped the waistband of my pants and skillfully unbutton and then unzipped them as he pushed them down to the floor with my boxer briefs.  My cock sprang forward as soon as it was free and he immediately gripped it in his hand.  He stroked me a few times while he kissed my thighs and across my hip.  Slowly he moved closer and closer until his lips were traveling slowly down the length of my shaft.  I fought the urge to throw my head back, I wanted to see everything.  I wanted to watch him as he devoured my cock.

      Chris teased my tip with his tongue, dipping it lightly down into my slit and down around the edges of my head.  He worked the underside until I was squirming and begging him to take all of me into his mouth.  He grinned and told me I’d have to wait.  He was teasing me and I loved every second of it.  Dipping down again he bit my thigh and then agonizingly worked his way back to my cock.  I bit my lip and forced myself to think of other things.  Anything besides what was happening or I’d be coming in seconds.

      “Don’t do it,” he said as he took my head into his mouth.  Just the tip, nothing more.  He sucked lightly as he looked me in the eye.  He was taunting me.  He was challenging me to see if I was up to the task of holding out.  I groaned and thought of the only thing I could think of, a grilled cheese sandwich.  I focused on pulling the bread from the package, placing it on a plate, buttering it, slicing the cheese, heating the pan – every tiny little step that would keep me from blowing my load.

      “Oh god, oh god…you have to stop,” I said as I placed my hand on his shoulder and pitched forward.  Chris continued to suck me a few more times and then released me from his mouth.  He grinned from ear to ear knowing that he’d won.  He stood and let me lean against him for a moment as I regained my composure.  Without his strong body to hold me I was wobbly and unstable.  No one had ever sucked my cock like that before.

      Finally, able to steady myself I leaned backwards and looked down at his beautiful uniform.  I ran my hands over the fabric and felt his fit body underneath.  I knew my body wasn’t like his but he seemed to love it anyway and that made me feel confident.  I carefully undid each and every button on his shirt and then slid it down off of his shoulders.  He wore a white tank top underneath and when his top shirt was free from his arms I reached down and pulled it free of his waistband.  His gaze never left mine as I pulled it off over his head and tossed it to the corner with his shirt.

      “I want you,” he breathed when I reached for his belt.

      “I want you too,” I echoed as I pulled the long end through the buckle.  The button and the zipper were a cinch.  Together we kicked off our shoes and stepped out of our pants.  I went to one side of the bed and he went to the other.  We pulled back the comforter and the sheet and slid underneath.  We laid side by side for several moments just holding hands.  A bit of a breather before we continued.  Neither one of us wanted this to go too quickly and it was sweet to hold hands for a moment.

      In the tender moment we carefully moved towards one another again until our hands were roaming each other’s body and our mouths were seeking to taste the other once more.  We pressed our hips together, my cock caressing his and jutting into his soft belly as we kissed passionately.

      “Please,” he begged me when he knew he was ready.

      “Are you certain?” I asked not wanting to press him to move forward before he was ready.

      “I’ve never been more certain of anything,” he said as he brushed his hand from my chest to my hip.  A soft and loving gesture.

      “Do you…,” I hesitated thinking of the right way to ask.  “Do you have a preference of position?” I finally managed and I could feel my cheeks flushing red while I watched and waited for his answer.

      “I think I want to feel you,” he finally said as he giggled and covered his face with his hands.

      “It’s ok, you don’t need to hide from me,” I said pulling his hands away so that I could kiss his nose.  “We’ll go slow and you can tell me to stop at any time,” I offered.

      “Ok,” he said as I got up from the bed.  I went to the dresser and grabbed the lube.  I squirted a small amount along the length of my cock and into my hand.  He rolled onto his stomach and waited.

      “Roll back onto your back,” I said.  “I want to face you.”

      His forehead scrunched in a confused fashion and I could tell that he didn’t understand.

      “Trust me, I’ll show.”

      He rolled to his back and I climbed over top of him and gripped his legs so that his hips rolled back and lifted his ass slightly.  I used the lube in my hand and spread it across his ass.  I looked him in the eye and lowered my hips until my tip was at his entrance.  I didn’t say another word as I began to press lightly.  It wasn’t a constant forward push but instead a sequence of tiny thrusts that I hoped were helping him to adjust and prepare for the rest of me.

      I could feel him opening for me.  Each little push and I could feel him widening more and more until I was entering him.  It was just a tiny bit at first but before long I was sinking deeper and deeper and he was moaning from the feel of me.  His hands reached down and he gripped my ass pulling me forward, begging for more.  I picked up my pace and together we moved until we were both grunting from the pleasure.

      He felt tight and warm wrapped around me and it was all I could do to contain myself and not go as hard and fast as I could.  I wanted to last for him, I wanted him to love every single second and I didn’t want to cut it short for either of us.

      As we moved my belly caressed his cock and together we pumped and stroked each other until we were slowly losing ourselves to the moment.  He pulled me back to reality when he suddenly gasped, “I’m going to cum.”

      “Me too,” I added as I slammed myself into him again and again.  A few more thrusts and I was losing myself completely.  I was filling him with every drop I had and I felt like I could cum for hours.  I’d never cum so hard in my life.  As my hot streams coated his walls he began to lose himself as well.  He sprayed across both of our bellies and when he was done he gasped and panted attempting to catch his breath.

      “Holy shit,” he finally gasped after moment and a smile spread across his face.

      “Yeah…holy shit,” I agreed as I laid myself down on his chest.

      We spent the rest of the evening in the shower and then cuddling closely in my bed.  He didn’t leave, he stayed the night, and in the morning we discussed his plans for at work.  He agreed that he was done being ashamed and that if anyone gave him shit he would tell them where they could shove it because he’s proud of who he is and refuses to give in to bigots.

      After six months of dating we moved into a new apartment together.  It wasn’t my place, or his place, together we chose somewhere completely new.  We laughingly referred to it as our fresh start, something we’d both needed when we first met.

      Together we’d forged a new bond that led us into a whole new life, a life we could be proud of and that together would only grow more powerful each and every year.  He doesn’t know it yet, but I plan to propose in a couple more months.  If there’s anything I’ve ever been certain of in this life, it’s that I need him to be mine forever.  I’m certain he’ll say yes, but that doesn’t keep me from being nervous every time he smiles at me.
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        I’ve never liked the motorcycle club, but one of its members might just be the man that saves me.

        

        Lauren…

        I didn’t care that he was the sexiest man I’d ever seen.

        I didn’t care that I’d wanted him since I was old enough to know what desire felt like.

        I was a good girl, and I’d be damned if I fell for him.

        He was big and rough and hard and I didn't want any of that...

        That was before the El Diablo Rojas kidnapped me.

        Now all I can hope is that Jacob finds me before they make good on their threats.

        

        Jacob…She said I was a bad boy but she had no idea.

        The Mischief Makers had yet to accept me as one of their own, even though I was f*cking born into them.

        The day I finally find out the verdict, she ends up kidnapped by one of the clubs rivals.

        Now, I don't give a damn about anything but finding her.

        Come hell or high water I'm bringing her back.

        

        ***Includes MOBSTER free***

        Click here to check it out on Amazon
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